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Our interview commenced on August 23, 2006, 
during the Prague Stochastics mid-week excursion, 
and continued over the next two days in Prague's 
old city, in striking rooms that once belonged to the 
nobility before Charles University acquired them. 

1. CONTINENTAL EUROPE, ESPECIALLY 
THE CZECH REPUBLIC 

Interviewer: Bill, since we're having this conversa- 
tion during Prague Stochastics 2006, why don't we 
start with the Czech Republic and how you came to 
like it here so much. 

WRvZ: I guess the first person I knew here was 
Hajek, whom I met a number of times, first at the 
1965 Berkeley Symposium and later in Oberwol- 
fach and Prague. The most memorable occasion was 
when he arrived in Oberwolfach by car with a trunk- 
ful of Czech beer. As the three of us all know, this 
is the best beer in the world, so this increased his 
popularity immeasurably, of course. But apart from 
a taste in beer, we had many other interests in com- 
mon. One thing I remember about Hajek was a con- 
versation that we had sitting around a table in Ober- 
wolfach with Peter Huber, Hajek, and me. At one 
point, Hajek said, "You guys are real mathemati- 
cians; I'm just a simple insurance mathematician 
and I don't understand all these complicated things 
that you're writing about. However, I have a feel- 
ing that too many people right now are busy prov- 
ing easy theorems in difficult spaces, and I think 
more people should prove difficult theorems in easy 
spaces." I've been quoting this to my students ever 
since. 

I invited Hajek to come to Holland, but by that 
time, in the early seventies, he was already suffer- 
ing from the kidney problems that killed him a cou- 
ple of years later. I remember hearing him speak at 
Oberwolfach about his big theorem, the convolution 
theorem. I actually made notes, which is something 
I never do. You had the impression that this was a 
historic moment. He was crystal clear and gave you 
the feeling that you finally understood something 
that should have been obvious all along. His book 
with Sidak on rank tests was also fantastic: a real 
eye opener (Hajek and Sidak, 1967). And we should 



remember that he acted as the great interpreter of 
Lucien Le Cam's ideas in the early days. 

Interviewer: So, Hajek was your first connection 
to Czech statistics? What happened next? Why did 
you keep coming back to Prague? 

WRvZ: Our Czech friends were having a very diffi- 
cult time and going there was almost the only way to 
see them. Also, I love Prague. It is the most pleasant 
and beautiful city in Europe. Over the years, I got to 
know quite a few people like Jana Jureckova, Marie 
Huskova, Zuzana Praskova, Petr Mandl, Vaclav 
Dupac, Jitka Dupacova, Jii^f Andel, Viktor Benes, 
Jaromi'r Antoch, and many others. And ever since 
the velvet revolution, I feel happy and at home here. 
I also like the Czech self-deprecating sense of humor. 
A people that have the good soldier Svejk as their 
national hero, cannot possibly be bad! 

Interviewer: Were you at the first Prague Sympo- 
sium on Asymptotic Statistics in 1973? 

WRvZ: No, I missed the first one. I went to all 
of the subsequent Prague asymptotics symposia. In- 
terestingly enough, numbers two and three were not 
held in Prague, because for some reason the authori- 
ties wouldn't allow that and the organizers had some 
problems with the state travel agency Cedok run- 
ning the show. In the provinces, there was less offi- 
cial interference and things were easier. So, the sec- 
ond Prague symposium was held in 1978 in Hradec 
Kralove and the third in 1983 in Kutna Hora, the 
site of the old silver mines. 

We actually went into the mine complete with hel- 
mets and such. The passages were very narrow, the 
ceiling was very low and the rocks were really rocky. 
We walked in a single file and Volker Mammitzsch 
was just ahead of me. He is a little heavier than I 
am and I am a bit taller, so we both got stuck re- 
peatedly. Without the helmet, I wouldn't have had 
any brain left. 

Another highlight of the Kutna Hora meeting was 
the first performance of the Kutna Hora choir. One 
evening we heard loud singing somewhere in the ho- 
tel where we were all staying. A quick investigation 
revealed that Mammitzsch and a number of his com- 
patriots were singing German songs. We joined in 
the effort and as the group kept growing, it became 
more and more international. In the end, we were 
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singing, "Yellow submarine" in Russian, which is 
not easy. I'm not claiming that our performance had 
great artistic merit, but it sure made a lot of noise. 
Finally, the hotel management appeared and asked 
us to stop and allow the neighbors some sleep. Dur- 
ing the next few years, the Kutna Hora choir gave a 
number of memorable performances. 

The fourth symposium in 1988 was held in Prague 
again and that's when they handed out medals to 
the faithful among their foreign friends and support- 
ers. Rafail Hasminskii and I were honored with the 
Peace Medal of Charles University during an im- 
pressive ceremony in the Aula of the university. The 
end of the communist regime was in sight and with 
Rafa and me there was a nice balance between East 
and West. Ten other medals were awarded, two of 
which went to my former students and colleagues 
Kobus Oosterhoff and Roelof Helmers. 

Interviewer: Were these meetings unusual for East- 
ern Europe? 

WRvZ: Yes, the Information Theory Meetings and 
the Asymptotic Statistics Symposia were about the 
first locally organized conferences in Eastern Europe 
that attracted participants from the West. We got 
to know each other and built up mutual trust. Later, 
the Vilnius meetings in Lithuania had a similar ef- 
fect for the Soviet Union. A large scale breakthrough 
occurred when the European Meetings of Statisti- 
cians which originated in the West, came to be held 
with some regularity in Eastern Europe. The first 
of these was in Budapest in 1972 and the second in 
Prague in 1974. But for me, Prague was where it all 
started. 

Interviewer: How did your longstanding profes- 
sional interactions with Marie Huskova start? 

WRvZ: Marie was in Amsterdam very briefly in 
1971, but in 1974, she first came to the Netherlands 
for a longer stay at Leiden and at the Mathematics 
Centre in Amsterdam on a Czech grant. The grant 
was pretty minimal, so at the Math Centre, we found 
some extra money for her to survive. We quickly be- 
came fast friends. She was definitely not a favorite 
of the communist regime. I believe that her problem 
was that she did not take a very active — or suffi- 
ciently enthusiastic — part in political matters at the 
university. She and her husband, Mirek, built their 
own apartment building together with a group of 
friends. This was allowed, but I figured it was prob- 
ably frowned upon by the authorities as a capitalist 
idea. However, Marie tells me it was more like hard 
labor, working on the house on weekends and during 




Fig. 1. Vice rector Wilhelm hands over the replica of the 
gold medal after the honorary degree ceremony in 1997 in 
Prague. 

the summer. Anyhow, like many other good scien- 
tists, her career did not advance very fast during 
the communist regime. After the velvet revolution 
in 1989, she immediately became vice-chair of the 
department and a full professor a few years later. 
She has been back in the Netherlands quite often 
and she is always welcome. 

Interviewer: When did you become an Honorary 
Doctor of Charles University? 

WRvZ: That was in 1997, long after the velvet 
revolution. The year before, I had a feeling that 
something was going on. Marie Huskova told me 
that it would be a good idea for me to meet Vice- 
Dean Netuka, apparently just to get acquainted. And 
then a letter from the Rector of Charles University 
arrived telling me that I was going to receive an 
honorary doctorate. That really bowled me over. It 
is something quite different from the usual fellow- 
of-this-that-and-the-other, and societies like IMS or 
ASA handing out fellowships are not quite in the 
same league as Charles University, founded in 1348. 
What is so nice about things like this is not the 
award itself, but the fact that your friends have 
taken a good deal of trouble to arrange this. I know 
they must have, because I've done this job myself 
at Leiden for Erich Lehmann's honorary degree. If 
I'm allowed one commercial, I recommend reading 
Erich's humorous account of this event in his new 
book The Company I Kept (Lehmann, 2008). 

Interviewer: What was the ceremony like? 

WRvZ: With the Rector's letter, there was a re- 
quest for my measurements. I was in Berkeley at the 
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time and Nancy Bickel was kind enough to measure 
me in various directions. Then a day before the cer- 
emony, the Rector's gracious assistant Ms. Binova 
shows up at our hotel with an academic gown for 
me to wear. You are allowed to keep it and it has 
come in very handy. It is just as plain black as a Lei- 
den gown, but made of thinner material, and hence 
easier to transport. I wear it in the Netherlands for 
Ph.D. exams in summertime or when I have to at- 
tend a ceremony at another Dutch university. No- 
body has ever noticed the difference. 

The ceremony itself was in the Aula of the univer- 
sity. It was really impressive. After 650 years' prac- 
tice, they know exactly how to put on a great show. 
I ended by promising in Latin to uphold the dignity 
of Charles University, whereupon they put a chain 
with a gold medal around my neck. I gave a brief 
speech and then onward to a nice reception, where 
someone from the Netherlands Embassy succeeded 
in congratulating me twice! I think the person most 
impressed by all this, was probably my Italian grad- 
uate student, Marta Fiocco, a good Catholic who 
told me that never before had she been seated next 
to a cardinal (Cardinal Vlk of Prague in this case). 

Before the ceremony, I was told about the gold 
medal and also that you were supposed to return it 
after the ceremony in exchange for a replica. They 
used this expensive piece of jewelry for every hon- 
orary doctor, and wouldn't want to lose it. Later, I 
learned that during the communist days, they handed 
out honorary doctorates to foreign Heads of State 
and assorted politicians. Haille Selassie was one re- 
cipient who apparently liked the thing and tried to 
walk off with it. I forget whether he actually suc- 
ceeded or not, but since then they really watched 
you like hawks! 

Interviewer: Any other interesting characters 
among the honorary doctors at Prague? 

WRvZ: I'm not sure because I can't find a com- 
plete list. Simon Wiesenthal is certainly one, and 
also some quite impressive mathematicians like Ku- 
ratowski, Sobolev, Erdos, Atiyah, and Choquet. 

Interviewer: When did you first visit the Soviet 
Union? 

WRvZ: After I first met Albert Shiryaev in 1975 
and started some joint work with Dimitri Chibisov 
around 1979, I got to know a growing number of col- 
leagues in the Soviet Union. By the usual process of 
warnings against the "bad guys" received from the 
"good guys" I sorted out whom I would trust. I vis- 
ited Moscow and Leningrad a number of times. That 



was a whole new experience. The first night I spent 
at the academy hotel in Moscow, there was a knock 
on the connecting door to the next room. When I 
opened the door, there was a Hungarian who said, "I 
have a bottle of palinka and I'm leaving tomorrow. 
Would you mind sharing this with me?" Much later 
that night, he said, "I have another present for you" 
and handed me a box of Kleenex. He added, "You 
won't know why I'm giving you this, but you will 
tomorrow." The Kleenex was fine, but then the toi- 
let refused to flush. With some difficulty I acquired 
a piece of copper wire and fixed it. This made one 
Russian friend remark later, "Why are you people 
in the West so scared of Russian rockets? You know 
the toilets at the academy hotel don't work, so why 
should the rockets?" 

At the Steklov Institute, I was graciously received 
by Yuri Prohorov. One evening, we had a superb 
dinner at Hotel Praha. The next morning I got up 
early with a somewhat wooly head to catch a plane 
back to Amsterdam. When I came down to the lobby 
at 7 a.m., there was Prohorov to say good bye. 

At the Steklov, I also met Stacek Khmaladze, a 
Georgian who commuted between Tbilisi and Moscow, 
which is a distance of about a thousand miles. One 
day, he and I are walking in the streets of Moscow, 
on our way from A to B and pass a parked black 
car with the driver behind the wheel. Stacek stops, 
talks to the driver, and tells me, "Get in," and we 
are driven from A to B. I'm filled with admiration 
and ask how he does this. "Easy" he says and ex- 
plains that (1) the car is black and, therefore, be- 
longs to an important party member or official; (2) 
it is parked in front of an expensive restaurant and 
it is 1 p.m.; (3) it follows that the owner of the car 
is having lunch, which will take until 3 p.m.; (4) of 
course, the driver can use an extra buck. 

My host at Leningrad was Ildar Ibragimov, who 
became a good friend over the years. To my pleasant 
surprise, I met Kagan in Ildar's office in Leningrad. 
Skorohod was also around and warned me to watch 
my tongue in the presence of a certain less desirable 
colleague. 

Interviewer: Did you attend any of the meetings 
at Vilnius in Lithuania? 

WRvZ: I attended two of the Vilnius meetings in 
1985 and 1989. In 1985, I was interviewed by the 
Lithuanian radio station. They wanted to hear that 
everything in Lithuania was better than in Russia. 
It turned out that my necktie had the colors of the 
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Lithuanian flag, so that really helped. In 1989, I be- 
lieve that both Skorohod and I gave the opening 
lecture, which must have been the result of some 
delicate balancing act. 

During the Vilnius meetings, the organizer Stat- 
ulevicius used to throw a magnificent party at his 
dacha. At one of these occasions, when the party 
was well under way and the vodka was flowing lib- 
erally, two guys in black suits turned up and told 
me I was going to a dinner party at dean Bikelis' 
house. I told them, "No I'm not," and appealed to 
Statulevicius, but he told me there was no way out. 
So, they put me in a car and by the time we were 
back in Vilnius the vodka was taking effect. I ar- 
rived in great spirits at a very formal dinner party 
and I'm not completely sure my behavior was suffi- 
ciently decorous. 

There was another memorable instance during the 
1989 Vilnius meeting. At that time, the Soviet Union 
was about to fall apart and Statulevicius was head- 
ing a delegation that discussed the future status of 
Lithuania with Gorbachev. So, at a dinner party at 
Vygantas Paulauskas' house, we raised our glasses 
in a toast to Lithuanian independence. I remember 
that one person, who was generally considered to 
be the KGB representative at the Steklov institute, 
needed some persuasion, but he eventually joined us 
with a somewhat wooden face. Of course, Lithuania 
is now an independent state and a member of the 
European Union. A few years ago, Statulevicius has 
died, but on a recent visit to Vilnius a number of 
people told me they had heard him speak warmly of 
this international show of support of his colleagues. 

Interviewer: What are your recollections of the 
Bernoulli Society World Meeting at Tashkent in 1986? 

WRvZ: It was a great meeting in every respect. 
Also, the excursions to places like Samarkand and 
Buchara were lifetime experiences. One amazing thing 
that Albert Shiryaev pulled off was to find a nice 
compound with a number of bungalows set in a gar- 
den in the middle of Tashkent. It was used for con- 
ferences of local political VIP's. Apparently, nothing 
was going on there at the time of the meeting and 
Albert succeeded in getting hold of this place for 
housing some Bernoulli Society friends and speak- 
ers. Staying there also delayed the stomach prob- 
lems that everybody was bound to have sooner or 
later. The food was just very risky. 

Wherever we went, there was a Red Cross ambu- 
lance behind the buses. So, every once in a while, 
we would stop and somebody who was feeling bad 



would continue the trip in the ambulance. I believe 
one person actually spent a few days in a hospital. 
David Cox behaved heroically. During his talk, he 
suddenly left, but came back and finished his talk. 

But the biggest test of the stamina of the Bernoulli 
Society faithful was a 45-minute speech by the Secre- 
tary General of the Communist Party of Uzbekistan 
about the blessings that communism had brought to 
the Uzbeks. The speech was in Russian (or Uzbek?) 
but when it was finished and the rush to the bath- 
rooms was about to start, David Kendall produced 
a full translation into English that lasted another 45 
minutes. 

I think it wasn't generally known in the West at 
the time that Tashkent had been recently rebuilt, 
after being almost totally destroyed by a long series 
of earthquakes. One of the last days of the meet- 
ing we were sitting in one of the huge lecture halls 
listening to Paul Switzer speak about earthquakes. 
Suddenly I felt my chair moving a little and I noticed 
the huge chandelier on the ceiling swinging a bit. I 
looked around and saw other people do the same, 
obviously thinking, "Should we run, or not?" Luck- 
ily the movement stopped and we all stayed where 
we were. 

The flight back from Tashkent to Moscow was also 
interesting. We boarded the biggest plane I have ever 
seen. It had two stories over its entire length, not 
just the front of it. I have never seen anything like 
that before or after. 

2. EARLY DAYS 

Interviewer: We know that you were born with a 
deep voice but we don't know whether or not you 
were muttering asymptotic expansions at the time. 
What was it that attracted you to statistics in the 
first place? 

WRvZ: Well, it was mostly dissatisfaction with 
other things. After starting World War II by being 
bombed at Rotterdam, and ending it under artillery 
fire at Arnhem, I got into high school in 1945 and 
finished in 1951. I went to Leiden as a student. Ev- 
erybody studied physics in those years. I guess we 
all wanted to know more about nuclear physics, in 
particular. 

The problem was that we were taught by exper- 
imental physicists and their mathematics was a bit 
shaky. You had to major in two fields for the first 
three years, which in practice meant physics and 
mathematics. Then you could switch and major in 
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Fig. 2. Bill at age 11 assisting the Allied troops at Arnheni 
in April 1945. 

either one for the remaining three years to your Mas- 
ters degree. Our main math professor, Kloosterman, 
tried to instill some sense of rigor into us, and then 
the next lecture was by some physicist who made 
a mathematical mess of things. Even as freshmen 
we could see that. Then you had to do thirty-eight 
physics experiments and that really took a huge 
amount of time. Luckily, I had a good friend, my 
later probability colleague, Jaap Fabius, who has 
two right hands to complement my two left ones. 

Interviewer: So you were paired together? 

WRvZ: Yes, I mostly I wrote down the results 
and tried to explain least squares to the physicists in 
our lab reports. This was the old Kamerlingh Onnes 
Laboratory, where they first liquefied helium way 
back when. For every experiment, we were required 
to produce two results that were sufficiently close, 
which is easy, of course. Unfortunately, by 1950, it 
was a pretty rickety place, so when a truck rolled by, 
the whole experiment had to be done again. To com- 
plete my misery, I made the mistake of taking chem- 
istry as a minor, which meant another six months 
in the chemistry labs. After going through this for a 
year, I was so discouraged that I stopped doing any- 
thing at all and specialized in more pleasant student 



activities. Then, after three years or so, you were 
invited to tea by one of the physics professors to 
discuss your progress. I was told that my future was 
quite hopeless. My grades were okay, but there were 
not very many of them. 

After about four years, I took hold of myself. I 
studied like crazy for a while and took my first de- 
gree after five and a half years instead of three. In 
those days, the university had no problems with 
that, and the main difficulty was to avoid being 
drafted into the army. The Dean of Students, who 
was supposed to help take care of such problems, was 
a good friend of mine. I chaired the student sports 
committee and he attended our meetings on behalf 
of the board of the university. He kept me out of the 
military, which was truly a miracle. By that time, 
I was really through with physics and switched to 
mathematics. In Leiden, this meant the pure variety. 
That was all very nice, but in those days majoring in 
math meant that you became a high school teacher 
and that didn't attract me very much. 

Luckily, I found out that there was something 
called "Statistics" and that a correspondence course 
for industry was being taught by a statistical con- 
sulting firm in Rotterdam. I knew the people in- 
volved, so Jaap Fabius and I signed up to correct the 
written homework of the students of this course. We 
knew absolutely nothing and learned at the same 
time as our students did. We computed sums of 
squares, divided them by degrees of freedom, and 
called their ratio F and pronounced the magic word 
"significant." It all sounded more or less reasonable, 
and the applications from industry were real and in- 
teresting. After a while, we got the idea that there 
might be some mathematics behind it all. The peo- 
ple involved in the course didn't provide much in- 
formation about this, but all agreed that as mathe- 
maticians we would have a brilliant future in statis- 
tics without becoming high school teachers. So, we 
thought we had better investigate whether there would 
be any university teaching statistics. Obviously, Lei- 
den was not doing this. We discovered there was 
someone in Amsterdam who taught something called 
the theory of collective phenomena, and further re- 
search revealed that this was probability theory. We 
went to this Professor Van Dantzig and he said fine, 
yes we could follow his courses. 

Interviewer: What degrees did you have by now? 

WRvZ: We had just got our first degree (called 
Candidate) which is halfway through the six years' 
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program for a Masters degree. For almost every- 
body, a Masters degree was the end of your uni- 
versity education. Nobody took a Ph.D. unless you 
wanted a career in research. A Masters degree was 
supposed to equip you for any other job after six 
years of study. I have to admit I needed 7^. 

Interviewer: So, the Ph.D. prepared people for an 
academic career? 

WRvZ: Yes. That, and for work in the chic indus- 
tries like Philips Electronics and Shell with presti- 
gious laboratories. 

Interviewer: How were you supporting yourself for 
all these years? 

WRvZ: Up to your Master's degree you were sup- 
posed to be supported by your parents and make a 
little money of your own. In my last year, I had a job 
as an assistant in the biology department that paid 
relatively well. If your parents couldn't help and you 
had really superb grades in high school, there was a 
small number of scholarships. 

Interviewer: Were the fees reasonable? 

WRvZ: The fees were zero and we hardly used 
books, just lecture notes. So, it was just living ex- 
penses and we lived in really crummy places. You 
rented a room with a washstand and a coal stove 
from a landlady. I think there were only five thou- 
sand students in Leiden and many of them just com- 
muted by train, living with their parents. It was con- 
sidered a luxury to live in a crummy room in Leiden. 
But we had a lot of a fun. At the student's club, a 
beer was 9c US and at night they closed when the 
last guy left. Halfway through my studies I was be- 
ginning to doubt that I would ever finish. 

Interviewer: When did you decide you wanted to 
do a Ph.D.? 

WRvZ: Oh, I don't know. Jaap Fabius and I had 
this idea that we would go to Berkeley to get a Ph.D. 
That sounded great, but the guy who had kept me 
out of the army so far had disappeared in the mean- 
time. So, the army grabbed me. The day after I got 
my Master's, there was a letter in the mailbox say- 
ing that I would report two months later at some 
army camp. It wasn't so bad. I mean it was a won- 
derful summer in 1959, and infantry training greatly 
improved my physique, which was in pretty dismal 
shape. Of course, I never got a Ph.D. in Berkeley. 
Jaap Fabius did. 

Interviewer: You also spent time at a Navy lab? 

WRvZ: Before the army grabbed me, I had heard 
a rumor that, while you were serving in the army, 



you could get a job at one of the defense labora- 
tories. This was for physicists and chemists. Nev- 
ertheless, I applied to the appropriate government 
agency. I wrote what a great maths student I was 
and how much I knew about physics, and that it 
would be very good for them if they'd give me a 
job. For these laboratories, it was okay anyway, be- 
cause they didn't have to pay these guys who were 
in the army. Of course, I got a letter back saying, 
who did I think I was, and no way were they going 
to do anything for me. That night, while having din- 
ner with my future wife's parents, I tell them that I 
got this letter from this guy. My future father-in-law 
wants to know this guy's name and when I tell him, 
it turns out it is an old friend of his. So, he picks 
up the phone and says, "Pieter, my future son-in- 
law needs a job in one of your stupid laboratories 
and what has gotten into you not to give him one." 
So, there was another letter saying it was all a mis- 
take and I'd get a job at the Navy physics lab after 
some months in the army. After six months in the in- 
fantry, the captain came to me one evening and said, 
"I have some papers for you. It seems you are going 
to The Hague to some laboratory. As an infantry- 
man, you're not going to like this, and I can try to 
get you out of this if you want me to." I told him 
not to bother and happily arrived in The Hague. 
The first thing they told me at the Navy lab was 
that they didn't like to see army uniforms, so would 
I please come in civilian clothes. So, my army career 
effectively came to an end after six months, though 
I spent fifteen more at this lab. We did some inter- 
esting things there. Again, I learned some physics 
and I taught them least squares in return. 

Interviewer: What was your first project? 

WRvZ: After I arrived, they told me in no uncer- 
tain terms that they were unhappy with me because 
they had asked for a physicist and got a mathemati- 
cian. So, I had better keep very quiet. Some genius 
who had been there before me and was now living it 
up at a NATO lab on a beach in Italy had developed 
a formula for the magnetic field of a mine-sweeping 
device. Because I was a mathematician, I would cer- 
tainly love to calculate this field at various depths 
below the surface and for varying depths of the sea, 
with the aid of the most modern electric calculator. 
They handed me the formula and said compute it 
at twenty-five diff'erent depths over such and such 
an area. So, I pounded this ancient calculator for 
a couple of days and before I became totally un- 
conscious, I discovered something strange. So, I said 
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to my boss, "There is something weird; when you 
approach the bottom of the sea, the magnetic field 
goes to plus infinity. This doesn't sound right." He 
said, "That is none of your business, you just pound 
your calculator." Finally, I made some tables and 
graphs and somebody looked at them and started 
to get worried about this field going to plus infinity 
at the bottom of the sea. I asked to see the report 
where this wonderful formula was derived, but no, 
no, this was secret and there was no way I could 
see it. However, when the field was still going to in- 
finity a few weeks later, they upgraded my security 
clearance and I finally got to see the report. It was 
written by an engineer from Delft and contained a 
glaring mathematical error. So, that established my 
credentials and I was allowed to do more interesting 
things. 

Interviewer: Did you end up correcting that for- 
mula? 

WRvZ: Sure enough. The error was actually easy 
to spot and to repair, because our measure theory 
professor Zaanen had been teaching in Delft before 
he came to Leiden, and always warned us to watch 
out for this particular mistake which, he said, en- 
gineers are liable to make. He was right and was 
delighted when I told him about my experience. Af- 
ter that, more interesting work turned up. I think 
the best achievement of our group was the design of 
a very efficient asdic set, which is equipment used 
to locate submarines by recording reflected noise. 
When my 15 months were up, I briefly considered a 
permanent job at the lab, but decided I wanted to 
get a Ph.D. In the meantime, I had married Lucie, 
Van Dantzig had died, and the student club in Lei- 
den had burned down. I felt it was time to start a 
new life. 

Interviewer: When you decided that you were go- 
ing to study for a Ph.D., had you decided which 
university? 

WRvZ: Well, I thought that at age 27 it would be 
a little late to go through the formalities of getting 
a degree in the US. In the Netherlands, statistics ex- 
isted only at Amsterdam, but Van Dantzig had died. 
His most prominent former student in statistics was 
Jan Hemelrijk, who was a professor at Delft, but was 
taking charge of Van Dantzig's statistics department 



of the Mathematics Centre in Amsterdam. However, 
when you get a Ph.D. at Delft, you become a Doc- 
tor of Engineering and, after my aborted career as 
a physicist, that was the last thing I wanted. So, I 
went to see Hemelrijk and was relieved to hear that 
he would succeed Van Dantzig at Amsterdam. We 
agreed then and there that I would get an appoint- 
ment in his Statistics Department at the Mathemat- 
ics Centre (which is not part of the University of 
Amsterdam) and that he would be my thesis advi- 
sor. Hemelrijk got me the maximal possible starting 
salary, which my friends working for Shell or Philips 
considered to be a joke. 

Interviewer: Tell us a little about Van Dantzig 
and Hemelrijk. 

WRvZ: David van Dantzig was a topologist turned 
statistician during World War II, while he was hid- 
ing from the German occupation as a Jew. He be- 
lieved statistics and applied mathematics would con- 
tribute in important ways to the development of 
society after the war. In 1946, he was one of the 
four founding fathers of the Mathematics Centre 
and head of its Statistics Department. Because he 
was basically self-taught in statistics and probabil- 
ity, there were obvious gaps in his knowledge. On 
the other hand, his early history in pure mathemat- 
ics made him see and understand things that others 
would have missed. He taught me many things that 
few statisticians know about, but he didn't teach 
me many things that everybody else seems to know. 
Like other mathematicians in Amsterdam at the 
time, he had great interest in foundations. To my 
mind, his two most interesting statistical papers are 
Statistical Priesthood I and II, which are demoli- 
tion jobs on Leonard Savage on subjective probabil- 
ity and Sir Ronald Fisher on flducial inference (van 
Dantzig, 1957a and 1957b). Though he recognized 
the importance of applied statistics and laid down 
rules for correct statistical behavior that people at 
the Mathematics Centre were supposed to follow, he 
had no talent for applied work himself and wisely left 
this to Hemelrijk, who did have this talent and knew 
all the tricks. Hemelrijk had relatively little interest 
in mathematical theory, but greatly enjoyed a good 
applied problem and would delight in a novel and 
nonstandard solution. He and I got along famously 
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from day one. In my first six months at the Cen- 
tre, we spent most of our time together working on 
consulting problems. After these six months, he de- 
cided I could stand on my own feet, appointed me 
sous-chef of the department and doubled my salary. 
In practice, this meant that as a graduate student, I 
was basically running the department, relieving him 
of a lot of work. However, we still kept working to- 
gether when an interesting applied problem turned 
up. 

Interviewer: What kind of data were turning up 
in your consulting? 

WRvZ: We had permanent contracts with a num- 
ber of companies like Philips, Shell, the insurance 
business, and also some industrial consultant firms. 
They would show up any time and shoot questions 
at us. We knew these people well and such contacts 
were valuable for us. They also brought in some 
cash. Then there was an enormous amount of the 
usual scientific projects from all over the university, 
including a lot of Ph.D. thesis work. Usually, the 
Ph.D. student was sent to us by his advisor to find 
out what could be done with his data. In the early 
days of Van Dantzig, the answer was usually "noth- 
ing," because the wrong data had been obtained in 
the wrong manner and for the wrong reason. The 
Math Centre quickly became known as the "grave- 
yard of medical science." Hemelrijk was more sym- 
pathetic and always willing to see what could be 
done with less than perfect data. These services were 
free of charge, unless we discovered that the research 
was financed by Bayer and supposed to establish the 
miraculous effects of Aspirin. Of course, there were 
the usual conflicts. If we told a Ph.D. student that 
there was really very little we could do with his lousy 
data, he would tell his advisor who would pick up 
the phone and call Hemelrijk. He would tell him 
that these kids at the Math Centre didn't under- 
stand the wonderful experiment he had designed for 
his student, but he felt sure that Hemelrijk would 
straighten them out. But Jan Hemelrijk was the per- 
fect boss. He would tell his esteemed colleague that 
his "kids" were usually right, but that he would cer- 
tainly look into this. His colleague would never hear 
from him again. 

Interviewer: So, you began life as an applied statis- 
tician? 

WRvZ: Yes, during the daytime anyway. At night, 
I would work on my thesis. During the day, I had a 
full schedule that also included some teaching. 



Interviewer: Later I think you were best known as 
a theoretical statistician. When did the conversion 
happen? 

WRvZ: I have always been interested in both the- 
ory and applications. However, consulting usually 
can't wait, so it gets priority and theoretical work 
can wait until you are home at night. As a result, I 
was literally working day and night, which is a bit 
much for a lazy person like me. Six months after my 
Ph.D., I went back to Leiden as an Associate Profes- 
sor. When I got there, I felt I flnally had some time 
to think without worrying about all of these chores. 

Interviewer: What was happening with your night- 
time work for your Ph.D.? 

WRvZ: In the days of Van Dantzig, most people 
at the Centre used to write about rank tests. You 
would devise a test and prove asymptotic normality 
under the hypothesis. Of course, more imaginative 
people like Constance van Eeden went their own way 
and did something different. When I arrived, there 
was also a very nice and largely finished thesis on 
a test related to random graphs written by my pre- 
decessor as sous-chef, who had suddenly died. So, 
Hemelrijk decided that I might as well finish that 
piece of work. It turned out, however, that there 
were lots of loose ends so that this took much more 
time than I had thought (Bloemena, 1964). In effect, 
I think I wrote 1^ theses instead of one. 

In the meantime, I was, of course, talking to Hemel- 
rijk about a topic for my own thesis. I didn't have 
any spectacular ideas and, as you can imagine, Hemel- 
rijk wasn't terribly interested in the theoretical stuff 
that went into a thesis anyway. So, he had devised a 
system for being a Ph.D. advisor on automatic pilot, 
so to speak. Every visitor to the Centre of any scien- 
tific standing was asked to write a nice problem on 
a single sheet of paper, and these sheets went into a 
folder that he kept in his desk. So, I was handed this 
folder and invited to choose my favorite thesis topic. 
Most of the sheets didn't look very promising and 
the best I could find was a contribution of Gottfried 
Noether, who asked about an inequality for expected 
values of normal order statistics. It took me a few 
weeks to learn about order statistics and decide that 
this was a weird little problem. Then I learned about 
convex functions and proved the inequality. I went 
to Hemelrijk and told him I had solved this problem. 
He looked at it for a while and it was clear he was 
seeing the problem for the first time. He said, "Of 
all the unimportant things I have seen, this beats 
it." If anyone else had said that, I would have been 
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mad, or discouraged, or both, but coming from Jan 
Hemelrijk, it didn't bother me much. I decided that 
from now on we would be friends, working together 
on apphed problems, but I would do my theoretical 
research on my own. 

This arrangement worked wonderfully well. I real- 
ized that if you wanted mathematical guidance, then 
Hemelrijk was not the person to go to. But I didn't 
and I loved being left alone. I generalized the set-up 
considerably and added lots of new applications and 
that really produced interesting results. In the end, 
my thesis (van Zwet, 1964) was totally unrelated to 
anything else going on at the time, but looking back, 
I still think it has considerable charm and I like it. 
Surprisingly, the Math Centre sold something like 
800 copies and the topic resurfaces every ten years 
or so, with new results being added. In the end, I 
think that even Jan Hemelrijk liked it, though he 
never really read it. A few weeks before my Ph.D. 
exam he said, "I trust you are sure there are no seri- 
ous errors. You see, I don't want any problems with 
my colleagues." 

Interviewer: What was happening in Leiden in 
those days? 

WRvZ: Nothing very exciting. In 1968, I was pro- 
moted to Full Professor because I'd had an offer 
from Eindhoven in 1966. You may think it strange 
that this took two years, but such appointments had 
to be signed by the Queen and mine was signed 
at her summer address in Italy. In 1968, Hemelrijk 
organized the European Meeting of Statisticians in 
Amsterdam. Of course, I had to do quite a bit of the 
work, but the fact that I was no longer in Amster- 
dam helped a little. Two weeks before the meeting 
started, the Russians invaded Czechoslovakia. We 
had long discussions on whether the meeting should 
be canceled, but decided this was just plain impos- 
sible. 

In the spring 1969, Jan Hemelrijk told me one 
day that, having organized the European Meeting in 
Amsterdam, he felt he'd done his bit and resigned 
from the committee responsible for these meetings. 
He had told them that I would be his successor. Af- 
ter a while, it became apparent that I had inherited 
a committee that was dead and organized nonexis- 
tent European Meetings of Statisticians. 




Fig. 3. Dinner with Bill's thesis advisor Jan Hemelrijk at 
Amsterdam 32 years later in 1996. 

Interviewer: Is this what turned you into an ac- 
tivist? 

WRvZ: Yes, this is something I realized only re- 
cently when I was clearing out my office after my re- 
tirement in 1999. When you're throwing away a lot 
of stuff and start reading old letters and documents, 
you see what you have been doing with your life, and 
I suddenly discovered that I had become very active 
in all sorts of things around 1970. Then I remem- 
bered that during my first years in Leiden, I was 
just doing my duty and getting a little bored. A Full 
Professor's salary in the Netherlands was fixed with 
only cost of living increases each year. You could 
do whatever you wanted and nothing would change. 
Nobody seemed interested in what you were doing — 
or whether you were doing anything at all — either. 
I felt I had reached the end of my career in 1968 
at age 34. I decided that if I wouldn't start moving 
things myself, nothing would happen. 

3. USA 

Interviewer: How did your visits to USA start? 

WRvZ: Fred Andrews spent a year at the Math- 
ematics Centre while I was there. He was my first 
link to the US. He was very nice and talked to us 
a lot. Then after I got my Ph.D., he invited me to 
come to the University of Oregon in Eugene for six 
months. This caused some problems because my ap- 
pointment in Leiden would start on January 1, 1965, 
they wanted me in Oregon on January 2, and I really 



"I trust you are sure there are no serious errors [in your thesis]. You see, I don't 
want any problems with my colleagues." 



AN EVENING SPENT WITH BILL VAN ZWET 



11 
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statistics and I guess six more months won't hurt." 



wanted to go. At a reception, I met the Secretary of 
Leiden University, who was a very nice fellow, and 
decided to take the bull by the horns: "What would 
you say if I asked for leave of absence the day I start 
here? I would like to go to the US for a semester." 
He looked at me and said, "Well, this university 
has done quite well for four hundred years with- 
out teaching statistics and I guess six more months 
won't hurt." My stay at Eugene was great. I started 
working on entirely new topics, learned a lot from 
Don Truax and made new friends. 

So, the first time I set foot on American soil was in 
1965. At Eugene, they made me teach two courses 
during the first quarter, both at eight a.m. That 
time of the day is not my best. 

One was elementary statistics and the other one 
was on differential equations. This I really don't like 
and I just kept one step ahead of the students. What 
was new to me was girls walking into my office, 
telling me that they were afraid they would fail my 
course, and then start crying. When I asked Fred 
what to do about this, he said, "Nothing, except 
keep your office door open at all times." 

In the elementary stat class, there was a group of 
really big guys who faithfully handed in their home- 
work that was disastrous. Their exam papers were 
equally bad, so I flunked the lot of them and gave 
them an F. This earned me a visit from the friendly 
Chair of the Math Department, who explained that 
I had just flunked the Oregon football team. As 
they needed a certain number of grade points to 
be classified as bona fide students, the future of the 
U of O was in danger. I seemed that their coach 
had seen the word statistics somewhere and decided 
this course would be a good idea to help them keep 
the score during their matches. I agreed that this 
disaster should be averted and discovered some con- 
vincing reasons to raise their grades, provided they 
wouldn't come back for the next course. This made 
everybody very happy. 

Then one day Fred Andrews said, "You have to 
go to the Fifth Berkeley Symposium," and I replied. 



"Yes I'd love to, but I have no money so what do 
I do about this?" So he picked up the phone and 
called Betty Scott. He said, "Betty, I have a de- 
serving young man here who wants to come to the 
Symposium. Do you have any money left?" Betty 
said, "I have five hundred bucks left in a box some- 
where and he can have it." My eyes were popping 
out. So, Lucie and I got into our car and drove off 
to Berkeley. 

I remember that when I arrived the first person I 
met was Erich Lehmann, who of course not only said 
he had read my thesis, but actually gave some evi- 
dence of having seen it. The next day I met Herman 
Chernoff. We got talking and he said, "What are 
your interests?" I replied "convex functions," and 
he said, "That is an interesting hobby for a statis- 
tician." The great sensation during the Symposium 
was the arrival of the Russians. Someone was lectur- 
ing about something and suddenly the door of the 
lecture room opened and there was loud applause. 
The speaker looked confused, wondering whether he 
had said something sensational. But it was just Yuri 
Prohorov sticking his head into the room. 

Interviewer: A little later, you spent an entire 
summer in Berkeley, didn't you? 

WRvZ: Yes, I had met Dick Barlow. We noticed 
that the work on reliability theory that he and his 
friends at Boeing were doing was somewhat related 
to my thesis work for the special case of the expo- 
nential distribution. What is called a distribution 
with increasing failure rate in reliability theory cor- 
responds to an ordering with respect to the exponen- 
tial that I had studied. Dick was in the Operations 
Research Department in Berkeley and invited me 
in the summer of 1967. It was a pretty stimulating 
visit. We wrote a really nice paper together (Barlow 
and van Zwet, 1970) and drank a lot of stuff called 
Orzata. 

My next visit was during the last Berkeley Sym- 
posium in 1970. To my total surprise, I received 
an invitation to give a talk at the Symposium, and 
they even bought airline tickets. I knew more or less 
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what went on during the Symposium after attending 
in 1965, but giving a talk was definitely something 
else. The symposium was held in Stanford for one 
day, and this happened to be the day my talk was 
scheduled. Before my talk, someone pointed out that 
George Polya was sitting in the front row and that 
unnerved me a little. However, at the end of my talk, 
Polya was still sitting there and nobody else tore me 
apart either. So, I decided to chalk this down as a 
success. 

I came back to Berkeley in 1972, again on Dick 
Barlow's grant. This time Lucie and our two boys ac- 
companied me and we stayed for almost six months. 
Dick had found a beautiful house for us in Rock- 
ridge. I bought a bike and rode down College Avenue 
to the campus. This was really dangerous because 
Americans are not used to bikes and open the door 
of a parked car right in your face. Somehow I sur- 
vived. 

Just before I came, I got a letter from Kjell Dok- 
sum. He was involved in the IMS Regional Meeting 
in Seattle that summer, where Peter Bickel would 
give an invited talk on asymptotic expansions for 
distributions of rank statistics. This was a new topic 
and would I be interested to be a discussant? I wrote 
back, "Yes, I would certainly be interested because 
a Ph.D. student and I are obtaining such expan- 
sions at this very moment." Peter and I knew each 
other a little, so we got in touch. I think he found 
it hard to believe that we had actually done these 
things, and asked whether we meant that we could 
write down the expansions — which anyone can do — 
or prove their validity. I said we could do the lat- 
ter for one-sample rank statistics and added that 
that included Wilcoxon's statistic. This he obviously 
found too much to believe, because according to 
folklore, you can't deal with lattice statistics and 
Wilcoxon is of that type. Anyhow, a few days after 
we arrived, I was explaining what we'd been doing in 
Erich Lehmann's seminar. I think I convinced peo- 
ple that this could be done, but we also agreed that 
this was just a first step in a very difficult and time- 
consuming program. Both Peter and I became in- 
terested in this topic because Hodges and Lehmann 
had pointed out in a paper why this was impor- 
tant (Hodges and Lehmann, 1970). So, Peter and I 
joined forces and worked like crazy for six months, 
with Erich looking over our shoulders, reminding us 
all the time that we should really do a complete job 
and not leave any loose ends dangling. It took us 



a few more years to finish, but in the end we pub- 
lished our results in the longest and the third longest 
papers in the Annals (Albers, Bickel and van Zwet, 
1976 and Bickel and van Zwet, 1978). I'm afraid only 
the truly fanatic have read them. During the next 
25 years, I visited Berkeley frequently to work with 
Peter. 

Interviewer: How did you find the Statistics De- 
partment at Berkeley when you visited it? 

WRvZ: Really great. You see, it is much better to 
be a visitor in a competitive American environment, 
than to be part of the regulars. As a visitor, every- 
body is nice to you. You are not going to be around 
forever and you are not competition. So, I honestly 
couldn't point at anyone who wasn't good company. 

When I first came in 1965, I was a little scared 
of Betty, because I had the feeling that having an 
extra cookie in the coffee room might be the end of 
me. I got over that later. 

Neyman was always the perfect European gentle- 
man to me. Let me illustrate this with a little story. 
As I said a moment ago, there was this IMS Re- 
gional Meeting in Seattle at the end of our stay in 
Berkeley in 1972. After that we would fiy back home. 
Anyhow, I am clearing out my desk and I go to say 
goodbye to Betty and thank her for her hospital- 
ity of having me in the Department. She says, "Oh 
Bill I didn't know you were leaving I thought you 
were coming back after the Seattle meeting," so I 
tell her no, we'll be going straight back to Europe. 
When I get home, the phone rings and it is Betty 
saying, "I'm sorry I didn't realize you were leaving, 
would you come and have dinner at Mr. Neyman 's 
house tonight with your wife?" I say, "Betty I'll be 
delighted, but I'll have to call round to see if I can 
find a baby sitter, because we have two small boys." 
Betty says, "Oh no problem, you just bring them 
along." I say, "Betty you don't know what you are 
saying, they are one and three years old," but Betty 
says, "No problem. Peter Clifford is also coming with 
his wife and small children." So, what can you say? 
We pack the kids into the car and drive to Ney- 
man's house. We have cocktails and Neyman starts 
speaking French to me, as he used to do. 

The idea was that the grown-ups would have din- 
ner in the dining room. In the living room, they 
had set up a low table with small chairs where these 
kids were supposed to eat. So, after we went into 
the dining room, the kids presumably started rub- 
bing spinach into each other's hair; they were really 
a riot. At one point, one of the two mothers got up 



AN EVENING SPENT WITH BILL VAN ZWET 



13 



but Neyman said, "We do not get up during dinner," 
so the kids kept screaming and yelling and throwing 
spinach around. So, the moment the dinner was over 
we left and then one of our kids started complain- 
ing that he left one of his toy cars in Mr. Neyman's 
chair and wanted us to go back and fetch it. We said, 
heartlessly, "Forget it." 

Neyman was always very nice to me, but I had 
the feeling it would not be a good idea to contra- 
dict him. Luckily, he wasn't always listening very 
carefully to what you said. One day when I walked 
into Evans Hall in Berkeley, I ran into him. He said 
he hadn't realized I was around and we chatted for 
a few minutes. After I got to my office, the phone 
rang and Neyman's secretary informed me that Mr. 
Neyman would appreciate my attending his seminar 
that afternoon. I realized that this was not a matter 
of choice, so I went up to the 10th floor to attend 
the seminar. I hid in the back of the room, but of 
course Neyman had spotted me and came over af- 
ter the talk, saying, "Don't the Dutch get thirsty at 
5 o'clock?" I could hardly deny that, so off we all 
went to the Faculty Club. After a few drinks and 
the Polish toast, "To all of the ladies present, and 
some of the ladies absent," I thought it was time to 
leave and noticed other people putting this idea into 
practice. However, Neyman had decided that Grace 
Yang and I were going to have dinner with Betty 
and him. Even though I probably had other plans 
for the day, I can only say he was a gracious host. 

Interviewer: Anyone else at Berkeley you'd like to 
mention in particular? 

WRvZ: I mentioned Erich Lehmann before. 
Through his books, he has had an enormous influ- 
ence on statistics. If people now say that optimality 
is out, let me tell you it will be back in one form or 
other. 

Wassily Hoeffding, Lucien Le Cam, and Erich are 
my three heroes, who most influenced my thinking. 
All of us have, at one time or another, been indebted 
to Lucien for the depth of his insights. I used to 
step into his office now and then with a question. 
He would always take time to reply in great detail 
and would be really enlightening. 

For many years, I invited Lucien to come and 
speak at the annual Dutch statistics meeting at Lun- 
teren but somehow this didn't happen. Then he 
couldn't fly because he had trouble with the pressure 
on his eardrums. Finally, this got solved by the same 
device they use for children with frequent ear infec- 
tions. They put tiny tubes through your eardrums. 



That problem being solved, Lucien agreed to come 
to the 25th Lunteren meeting in 1996. At the meet- 
ing, he delivered the best talk I ever heard him give. 
For some reason, he only had the odd-numbered 
transparencies with him. Nobody knew where the 
even-numbered ones had gone, but apparently that 
didn't bother him at all. 

I should say a few words about Peter Bickel. Peter 
is my best friend among my professional colleagues. 
Working together, we complement each other beau- 
tifully. Peter has read a lot, which is something I 
try to avoid. He writes very well, but has trouble 
multiplying two and three, whereas I know that the 
answer is seven, but check and re-check everything 
I do. We have collaborated on and off for 35 years 
now. Some people say that after all these years we 
are actually beginning to sound the same. During 
my retirement ceremony at Leiden, he gave a speech 
in the university auditorium and compared my work 
with that of Wassily Hoeffding, which is the biggest 
compliment I ever got. What else can I say? Pe- 
ter is my friend. Apparently, Queen Beatrix of the 
Netherlands agrees with me, because she made him 
a Commander of the Order of Orange-Nassau. This 
is not something that happens to many people. 

Interviewer: How did your relationship with the 
Statistics Department in Chapel Hill come about? 

WRvZ: The first time I was in Chapel Hill was 
in 1979 when I attended the symposium in honor 
of Wassily Hoeffding on the occasion of his 65th 
birthday. My next visit was in 1989 when I gave 
the Hotelling lectures, and after that I visited on a 
regular basis between 1990 and 1996. 

When I was there in 1989, they gave me Wassily's 
old office where I discovered a copy of his famous 
unpublished paper on what I had christened Ho- 
effding's decomposition (Hoeffding, 1961). In fact, 
I wrote about this paper in an introductory article 
in the volume of his collected works (Fisher and Sen, 
1994), but later I discovered that the paper itself was 
not in this volume, because the editors figured that 
if Wassily hadn't published it, then it shouldn't go 
into his collected works either. So, in a little while, 
mine will probably be the only existing copy of that 
seminal paper! 

When I was in Chapel Hill again in 1990, Ross 
Leadbetter, who used to visit Wassily regularly and 
took care of all sorts of things for him, took me along 
a couple of times. That was the last time I saw him. 
He died in February 1991. 
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I already said earlier that I'm one of Wassily's 
greatest admirers. We first met in the peace and 
quiet of Oberwolfach in the early 1970's. Talking to 
Wassily was a slow business at best, and you had 
to ask a direct question if you wanted an answer. 
This made our second meeting a little difficult. We 
were at a party during an IMS meeting, sitting right 
next to an extremely loud band. I wanted to ask him 
something but that was hopeless. 

Wassily's papers are beautifully polished and just 
deal with the main issues of a problem area. He was 
the statistician's statistician, in the sense that he 
happily left it to others to investigate the conse- 
quences and applications of his results, which were 
many. He always kept things as simple as possible. 
Also, you rarely find, "There exists a constant C 
such that. . ." in his papers. No, he'll give you the 
number — one of the truly great men in statistical 
science. 

4. CONTRIBUTIONS TO PROFESSIONAL 
SOCIETIES 

Interviewer: Let's talk about the people who got 
statistics going in continental Europe. 

WRvZ: When I was a student, I guess Harald 
Cramer's group in Stockholm (including Carl-Gustav 
Esseen) was the only one in continental Europe with 
international acclaim in statistics as well as proba- 
bility. In the Soviet Union, there were excellent prob- 
abilists. But statistics was starting in Denmark, the 
Netherlands, Prance, Italy, Austria, Czechoslovakia, 
Hungary, and Rumania. In Volume I of the Fourth 
Berkeley Symposium in 1960, you find the names 
of Dalenius, Hajek, de Finetti, Dobrushin, Fortet, 
Renyi, Schmetterer, Spacek, Vincze and Wold among 
the authors. Admittedly, many of them would be 
classified as probabilists, but something was going 
on in their countries. 

Interviewer: What books were being read? 

WRvZ: As students we were using Cramer's Math- 
ematical Methods of Statistics (Cramer, 1946). I guess 
that M. G. Kendall's The Advanced Theory of Statis- 
tics (Kendall, 1948) was also used a lot. Then Erich 
Lehmann's book Testing Statistical Hypotheses 
(Lehmann, 1959) appeared. That was a real eye- 
opener. Scheffe's The Analysis of Variance (Scheffe, 
1959) also had a profound effect on me. I finally un- 
derstood all of these sums of squares that had both- 
ered me for so long. As general texts, Wilks' Math- 
ematical Statistics (Wilks, 1962) and Rao's Linear 



Statistical Inference and Its Applications (Rao, 1965) 
were popular for a while. Of course, Schmetterer's 
Mathematische Statistik (Schmetterer, 1966) was re- 
ally solid, but even reading the statement of some of 
the theorems was hard work. For general probability. 
Feller's An Introduction to Probability Theory and 
Its Applications, Vol. I (Feller, 1950) was — and still 
is — the most beautiful way to approach the subject. 
For a more abstract account, we used Loeve's Prob- 
ability Theory (Loeve, 1955). When Feller's Volume 
II (Feller, 1966) appeared, I first learned of the ex- 
istence of expansions that would later keep me busy 
for a full decade. For a general audience, there was 
Yule and Kendall's An Introduction to the Theory 
of Statistics (Yule and Kendall, 1950). My dad, who 
was a lawyer, owned a copy that is still somewhere 
on my bookshelves. 

In Europe, we had almost no chance to meet any 
of these celebrities in person, because there were 
hardly any international statistics meetings. During 
my first year at the Math Centre, I went to the ISI 
Session in Paris in 1961. Lucie and I had been in 
Rome on vacation and went to Paris by train. In 
our compartment, there was a gentleman who told 
us he was also going to attend the ISI Session, so I 
thought we'd come across a kindred soul. He went 
on to explain that mathematics was a lot of non- 
sense. All you needed was to collect data and they 
would speak for themselves. This was my first ac- 
quaintance with official statistics and it came as a 
bit of a shock. Much later I found out that most 
government statisticians have a broader outlook. 

One of the nice things about the ISI session in 
Paris was that I got to know Bart Lunenberg, di- 
rector of the Permanent Office of ISI. As I got more 
and more involved in ISI, Bart and I would work to- 
gether during the next quarter century. He ran ISI 
beautifully and he was a great communicator. He 
had the gift of making all important decisions him- 
self while giving others the feeling that it was really 
their idea. He was always willing to spend time with 
young people, which was a lot of fun. About ten 
minutes after we first met at a reception that was 
slightly less lavish than most, Bart said to us, "I 
think things are winding down here. Let's go look 
somewhere else" and we crashed a party next door 
in the same building. 

During the Session, there were one or two fierce 
discussions. The one that impressed me most was 
a lecture by Alan Birnbaum, who claimed he could 
reconcile the ideas of Fisher and Neyman. After he 
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had finished his talk, Fisher got up and disagreed. 
The gist of his remarks was easy: Fisher was right, 
and Neyman was wrong. How could anyone in his 
right mind try to reconcile their ideas? While this 
went on, Neyman was sitting in the front row, look- 
ing at his shoes. I really admired him. Apart from 
that, my main discovery during the Session was that 
these celebrities whose papers I had read, really ex- 
isted as real live persons that you could talk to. I 
actually first met Neyman and Betty Scott during 
an evening boat trip on the Seine, with lots of good 
food and wine. All in all, the parties were more mem- 
orable than the statistical theory at the Session it- 
self. However, other international statistics meetings 
simply didn't exist in Europe. 

Interviewer: But later there were the European 
Meetings of Statisticians. How did they get started? 

WRvZ: That was indeed a great accomplishment. 
Jim Durbin had this idea that there should be an 
annual meeting in Europe on mathematical statis- 
tics and probability. Henri Theil, an econometri- 
cian from Rotterdam and later Chicago, had sim- 
ilar ideas for econometric theory. ISI wasn't inter- 
ested, but Jim turned to IMS and proposed that 
they should organize regional meetings in Europe. 
They got strong support from IMS president Erich 
Lehmann, and in 1962 the first European Regional 
meeting of IMS took place in Dublin. This was truly 
a great moment for statistics in Europe. Because 
the meeting started very informally with a session 
of contributed papers, I happened to be the very 
first speaker at the very first European Meeting of 
Statisticians. It was my first talk at an international 
meeting and turned into a somewhat traumatic ex- 
perience. Jan Hemelrijk had told us students that 
since nobody can read what you write on a black- 
board in a large classroom, we should prepare a 
one-page handout for people to read while we were 
speaking. This is a really bad idea, because you lose 
your audience. I already suspected that that might 
happen, but things took a different turn. Hemelrijk 
operated under two side conditions. First, he would 
never enter an airplane, and second, he would never 
set foot in Germany. Given his history as a resistance 
hero during World War II, the second part was easy 
to understand; the first was more complicated. Of 
course, this made lots of places difficult to reach, 
and Dublin was one such place. He would go by car 
and, therefore, was going to transport large numbers 
of handouts for all of us. He would start out with his 
car on the North Sea ferry, drive across England and 



then onto another ship to cross the Irish Channel. 
The final part of the trip went wrong — they couldn't 
take his car, or something like that — so he arrived 
at the meeting five minutes in advance of my talk 
without the sacred handouts. For me, it was a valu- 
able lesson in improvisation and I suspect I made a 
bit of a mess of it. Happily, Z. W. Birnbaum, one of 
the kindest people on earth, was kind enough to say 
something nice about my talk. 

Everybody felt that the Dublin meeting had been 
a great success and the European meetings followed 
each other in quick succession: Copenhagen (1963), 
Bern (1964), London (1966), Amsterdam (1968), Han- 
nover (1969). There, and at Oberwolfach, I got to 
know my contemporaries like Ole Barndorff Nielsen, 
S0ren Johansen, Frank Hampel, Peter Huber, John 
Kingman, Klaus Krickeberg, Jef Teugels, Flemming 
Topsoe, and many others. 

But something went wrong at Hannover. I said 
earlier that in the spring of 1969, Hemelrijk had put 
me on the European Regional Committee (ERG) of 
the IMS that organized these European Meetings. 
Unfortunately, I was unable to attend the Hannover 
meeting, so I sent a proxy to attend the meeting of 
the ERC. He came back with a rather alarming re- 
port. It seemed that the committee consisted of a 
senior statistician or probabilist from various Euro- 
pean countries, and that after each European Meet- 
ing, they decided which one of them would organize 
the next one. This person then also became the com- 
mittee's chair. So, presumably at Amsterdam, they 
had decided that Klaus Krickeberg would organize 
the next European Meeting at Hannover. Klaus had 
told them that this was impossible because he would 
be somewhere else — I believe South America — at the 
time, but apparently this wasn't felt to be a prob- 
lem. So, nothing much had happened and the meet- 
ing mainly went through because it was joint with 
the Biometric Society, which was better organized. 
The local biostat professor called a meeting of the 
ERC, but few people attended and nothing was de- 
cided. So, it looked like the European Meetings of 
Statisticians had died. 

Interviewer: You said earlier this turned you into 
an activist. 

WRvZ: Yes, I felt strongly that the European Meet- 
ings of Statisticians were very important for the de- 
velopment of statistics in Europe and reviving them 
became my first project in this new mood. I started 
by writing to all members of the European Com- 
mittee, introducing myself as Hemelrijk's successor. 
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telling them what went on at Hannover and raising 
the question what we were going to do about this. 
I received hardly any reaction and concluded the 
thing was truly dead. Correspondence with Klaus 
Krickeberg made it clear that he wouldn't like to 
continue as chair. What to do next? My general rule 
of behavior was, "When in doubt, ask Ingram Olkin, 
the walking encyclopedia of the profession." Ingram 
told me, "If you need an infusion of energy in Eu- 
rope, get Joe Gani." So I wrote to Joe, explaining 
the situation and asking him if he'd agree to chair 
the committee if I could get the other members be- 
hind this idea. Joe immediately agreed, so I wrote to 
the committee members proposing Joe as our next 
chair. I added that no reply would be counted as a 
"yes," which got me a critical letter from Peter Ru- 
ber who agreed, but complained about my lack of 
democratic attitude. I have heard this remark more 
often, but it doesn't bother me. 

True to Ingram's prediction, Joe started moving 
with tremendous energy. Most other members of the 
ERG dropped out of sight, so Joe and I had our 
hands full. We got an offer from Jean-Rene Barra to 
organize a European Meeting in Grenoble, but then 
something really surprising happened. Through 
Lunenberg's ISI office, we received a letter from a 
Hungarian Academician whom we knew by name, 
offering to organize a European Meeting in Budapest 
in 1972. So, here was suddenly the scientific, non- 
political link to Eastern Europe, and a chance to 
meet a large number of our colleagues there: in 1972 
statistics saw its first fully international meeting in 
Eastern Europe, organized by our colleagues and 
not by some political agency. Once the Hungarians 
came through, we had another European Meeting in 
Eastern Europe in Prague in 1974, and the Greno- 
ble meeting took place in 1976. By that time, the 
ERG had been rejuvenated and the European Meet- 
ings were well-established scientific events again. Joe 
Gani had left, but I found Jim Durbin willing to re- 
turn to his old love and chair the European Gom- 
mittee for a few years. 

Interviewer: Was there general agreement to meet 
in Eastern Europe in the middle of the cold war? 

WRvZ: Of course not. The standard way of think- 
ing in those days was that you should not go to 



communist-run countries or collaborate with peo- 
ple there because the authorities in these countries 
would view this as a sign of recognition, and ex- 
ploit it in some way. A similar tactic was to say you 
would come if the regime took certain measures that 
you were sure they wouldn't. Of course, the result 
was the same. However, having witnessed the de- 
struction in places like Budapest in 1956 and Prague 
in 1968, and talking to refugees, it became difficult 
to believe that Eastern Europe was an area filled 
with supporters of communist regimes. Also, we be- 
gan to meet fellow scientists from these countries. 
First they'd show up at a meeting shepherded by 
someone representing their regime, but after a little 
while it became easier to talk to each other. Once 
you use that opportunity, you find out amazingly 
quickly who are the good guys and who are the bad 
guys. The good guys will warn you against the bad 
guys, and the rest is just a matter of comparing in- 
formation from different sources. Of course, the def- 
inition of "good" and "bad" is not perfectly clear, 
but after the collapse of the communist regimes, we 
found that we hadn't made a single major error in 
our judgment of the people we were dealing with. 
Some of them may have been only moderately okay, 
but we knew that, too. 

The next question is, "Why should you worry about 
people in these countries at all?" The answer is that 
a scientist suffers from being isolated. Without a 
chance to travel and meet colleagues, with very little 
access to foreign literature and required acceptance 
of the prevailing political doctrine, life of a scientist 
is pretty dismal. If something like an international 
community of scientists exists, it should try to help 
their members in such circumstances. 

So, there is the difficult decision of either risking 
supporting a malevolent regime, or not helping de- 
serving colleagues. The rule we developed to make 
this decision is as follows. If the bona fide scientists 
(that is the good guys) ask you to visit their coun- 
try for a meeting or otherwise, then you should go. 
This rule should, of course, also be applied to coun- 
tries with dictatorial right-wing regimes. Of course, 
no rule is perfect, but I think this one has served 
us well, and the first people we started talking to in 
Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union are still our 
friends today. 



My general rule of behavior was, "When in doubt, ask Ingram Olkin, the walking 
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AN EVENING SPENT WITH BILL VAN ZWET 



17 



There was another interesting thing with the com- 
munist regimes in Eastern Europe. They were never 
entirely predictable. I remember that I wanted to 
invite Boris Levit from Moscow to visit the Nether- 
lands. This appeared impossible because he had ap- 
plied for visa for Israel. But Boris suggested invit- 
ing him by writing directly to the KGB every six 
months or so. I would never get an answer, but per- 
haps something would happen. So, I found out that 
Kacha Dzaparidze's wife in Amsterdam had a Rus- 
sian typewriter and she typed a convincing-looking 
Russian letter. We did this every six months for a 
number of years and nothing happened. Then one 
day, out of the blue, Boris suddenly showed up and 
wisely decided to stay. 

Another, even more unexpected instance, was Pal 
Revesz's officially approved move from Budapest to 
Vienna. One day. Pal discovered that the vestiges 
of the old Austro-Hungarian Empire still existed, in 
that some official rules from those days had never 
been retracted. He found out that it would perhaps 
be possible to accept a position in Vienna, the old 
imperial capital. There were only fairly mild rules 
that you had to follow. So, he first got himself a 
job offer from Vienna and then he went to the right 
department or ministry in Budapest and told them 
he was going. They probably looked somewhat flab- 
bergasted, but when they looked up the law, they 
found there was very little they could do about it. 
Of course, this process took many months, so Pal 
thought it would be best not to be around to an- 
swer awkward questions. He spent six months with 
me at Leiden until the dust had settled and he was 
permitted to go. As a Hungarian citizen officially 
living in Vienna, he had the best of both worlds. 
He was beyond reach of the Hungarian communist 
regime, but getting his car repaired was a lot cheaper 
in Budapest. 

Interviewer: Let's go back to your new activism 
around 1970. Do the meetings at Lunteren come un- 
der that heading? 

WRvZ: Like my involvement in the European Meet- 
ings, unhappiness with the state of affairs was also 
the cause of this second burst of energy. In 1971, 
Ron Pyke was spending a semester in London and I 
invited him to come to the Netherlands for a week. 
The standard sources of money for such a visit were 
some funds of the Ministry of Education adminis- 
tered by the Mathematics Centre. They were happy 
to finance this trip, but there was a rule that said 



that you had to let your colleagues at other uni- 
versities know about this visit and ask them if they 
wanted the visitor to give a talk in their department, 
too. I dutifully did that and all of my colleagues said 
yes, they would like to have this great man come over 
and give a talk at their place. So, Ron and I spent 
most of the week in my car and in hotels all over the 
country, to hear Ron speak at five different places 
to a hastily assembled audience of 3 or 4. I thought 
this was plain idiocy, and felt it would be more effi- 
cient to assemble the audience in one place for a few 
days, and invite something like six speakers people 
wanted to hear during the year at this place and 
time. It would have an additional social function of 
annually giving the math stat and prob community 
in the Netherlands a chance to meet. I, for one, had 
no idea who they were. Being the most junior stat 
professor in the country by a large margin, I first 
got the support of Theo Runnenburg, the slightly 
senior professor of probability at Amsterdam. Then 
I wrote to my other colleagues proposing this plan 
and they all replied, "Of course this is not going to 
work, but feel free to try, young man." So, we held 
the first meeting at a conference center in the woods 
in a place called Lunteren in 1972. 

Interviewer: How did this first meeting turn out? 

WRvZ: Well, first of all, the meeting very nearly 
didn't happen. On Sunday night, before the meet- 
ing started on Monday, we had the biggest storm in 
the Netherlands in decades. We were staying in a 
small hotel nearby, together with the speakers. The 
top floor of this hotel was a wooden structure that 
had obviously been added on later. Brad Efron and 
I had our rooms on this floor and during the night 
the entire floor was swaying back and forth. At one 
point, we both decided to get out of our rooms and 
met in the corridor. There wasn't much we could 
do, so after a while we went back to bed. The next 
morning 750,000 trees had come down in the area 
where we were and the roads were blocked in many 
places. Somehow we succeeded getting to the confer- 
ence center and so did the participants. The meeting 
actually started right on time! 

We had a great group of speakers: Hermann Dinges, 
Brad Efron, Peter Huber, S0ren Johansen, Joop Kem- 
perman, and Jef Teugels. Each of the six speak- 
ers gave two one-hour talks and there was a lot 
of discussion, some of it pretty fierce. In particu- 
lar, Hermann Dinges can always be relied on to 
produce some fireworks. During Brad Efron's talk 
about the James — Stein estimator and shrinking, 
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Hermann got up and said, "You don't really believe 
that yourself do you?" This kind of attack is unusual 
in the US and Brad wasn't quite sure how to handle 
this. He did all right, though, and Hermann is a nice 
guy who just wants to start a serious discussion. In 
general, the meeting was pretty interesting and the 
idea of keeping people together in he middle of the 
woods for two and a half days with the bar open un- 
til 1 a.m., gave a lot of opportunity to interact. I was 
amazed by the large number of about sixty partici- 
pants. We took a vote at the end of the meeting and 
it was unanimously agreed that Theo and I should 
organize another meeting the next year. In fact, the 
annual Lunteren meetings became a fixture and, in 
2007, we had the 36th installment. I quit as an or- 
ganizer when I retired in 1999, and now Mike Keane 
and Richard Gill are responsible for these meetings. 
Throughout these 36 years, hardly anyone turned 
down our invitation to speak at Lunteren and the 
list of past speakers reads like a Who 's Who in prob- 
ability and mathematical statistics. 

Interviewer: Turning to some of your activities 
with professional societies, you've been President of 
the International Statistical Institute, the Institute 
of Mathematical Statistics, and the Bernoulli Soci- 
ety. What are your recollections about the origins of 
the Bernoulli Society? 

WRvZ: The founding of the Bernoulli Society in- 
volved a number of groups with different interests. 
Some of the participants have written about these 
early days from their own perspective, and when I 
read some of these accounts, I find it difficult to be- 
lieve we are talking about the same event. 

My primary interest was the European Meeting of 
Statisticians (EMS). As I said earlier, Jim Durbin 
and Henri Theil got IMS to start these meetings as 
IMS Regional Meetings. That was very nice of IMS. 
I don't think they spent any money on this adven- 
ture, but they did proudly advertise these meetings 
organized by their European Regional Committee, 
or ERC. Things went perfectly well, and the meet- 
ings even survived the almost-death experience in 
1969 and branched out to Eastern Europe in 1972. 
However, some discontent already surfaced during 
the EMS in London in 1966. A meeting of the par- 
ticipants was called by the local organizers where 
some participants — mainly British — voiced concern 
that we were being colonized by the Americans, as 
one of them put it. I found it difficult to take this 
seriously, coming from the nationals of a country rul- 
ing an empire on which the sun never used to set. 



However, the argument that we should be able to do 
these things ourselves without the help of an Ameri- 
can society did have some force, even though I knew 
that IMS had at no time tried to influence any de- 
cision made by the ERC. In fact, a little while later 
IMS had completely forgotten about their European 
branch and there is no mention of the ERC in their 
annual report anymore. So, there was some discon- 
tent in the air and one of our British colleagues was 
even hinting darkly at ties between IMS and the US 
defense establishment. 

The next thing that happened was the collapse 
of the EMS at Hannover in 1969 and we had more 
important matters to take care of than the relation 
with IMS. However, after we'd put the EMS back on 
its feet at Budapest in 1972, I was worried that an- 
other collapse of the EMS could happen at any time 
as long as there was no strong organization behind 
it. Just working with an ad hoc committee without 
charge or responsibility to report to a higher author- 
ity seemed to me an unstable situation. Obviously, 
IMS couldn't fulfill this role at a distance and we 
needed a new umbrella for the EMS. So, I thought 
I'd better start talking to some other people and in- 
vited Jim Durbin, John Kingman, Jef Teugels, and 
Ole Barndorff-Nielsen to meet with me during the 
1973 Lunteren meeting. As I had been elected to 
membership of ISI in 1971, and had developed a 
perfect working relationship with ISI director Bart 
Lunenberg, I also spoke to Bart. Earlier ISI had not 
been interested in the EMS and left it to IMS. Now, 
Bart wanted to open up ISI beyond its small cir- 
cle of elected members and thought that sections of 
ISI that anyone could join would be a good vehi- 
cle for that. In ISI, there was a section called the 
International Association for Statistics in the Phys- 
ical Sciences (lASPS). Incidentally, starting lASPS 
had originally been an idea of Jerzy Neyman, who 
had wanted to create a counterweight to IMS and 
call it Bernoulli Society. The longish name of lASPS 
was caused by the fact that Neyman had wanted to 
exclude the social sciences. The president of lASPS 
was now David Kendall. At Lunteren, we quickly 
came to the conclusion that if we could somehow 
broaden this ISI section to include all of mathemat- 
ical statistics and probability, it would be a natural 
home for the EMS. 

For various reasons, it seemed best for me not 
to have anything to do with any discussions with 
lASPS. As Jim Durbin and Joe Gani had every op- 
portunity to discuss matters with David in Britain, 
there was no role for me anyway. 
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While this was going on, a third party entered the 
discussion — the group organizing the meetings on 
Stochastic Processes. This was an initiative of Ju- 
Han Keilson and N. U. Prabhu, and Jef Teugels was 
very active in this group. They also felt the need 
for an umbrella organization, and in 1975, lASPS 
was turned into the Bernoulli Society for Mathemat- 
ical Statistics and Probability, a section of ISI with 
three committees responsible for the already ongo- 
ing different activities: EMS, the Stochastic Pro- 
cesses Meetings, and meetings on statistics in the 
physical sciences. David Blackwell became the next 
president, Jim Durbin treasurer, Jef Teugels scien- 
tific secretary, and I chaired the European Regional 
Committee. I wrote to C. R. Rao who was presi- 
dent of IMS to explain that we were grateful to IMS 
for starting the European Meetings, but that our 
committee would now continue as a committee of 
the new Bernoulli Society. I felt a little bad about 
this, but needn't have worried. By now, IMS had 
completely forgotten that it ever started something 
in Europe, and Rao was obviously mystified by my 
letter. He wrote back that he hoped that I would 
advise the members of this new society to attend 
the upcoming ISI Session in India. 

There was one warning voice at the time. Bart 
and I visited Maurice Kendall, past treasurer of ISI 
and responsible for the World Fertility Survey that 
ISI was involved in, and asked his advice. Maurice 
thought these sections were a pretty good idea, but 
warned that they might become the tails wagging 
the dog. Thirty years later, I think ISI will have 
to come to grips with this problem! In fact, Nick 
Fisher's ISI committee recently sought to define the 
role of ISI over and above the activities of the sec- 
tions that cater to the different branches of statis- 
tics, such as mathematical statistics, official statis- 
tics, sample survey statistics, statistical computing, 
biostatistics, statistics in business and industry, and 
the teaching of statistics. 

Interviewer: We'll get to ISI in more detail after 
the next round of drinks, but let's follow the adven- 
tures of the Bernoulli Society for a moment. 

WRvZ: Apart from the already existing activities 
of the three committees, the Bernoulli Society devel- 
oped two new activities: the World Meetings and the 
journal Bernoulli. I would like to talk a little about 
the first main event which was the World Meeting 
in Tashkent in 1986. This was a unique occurrence 
and it took 11 years to bring it off. 



At the ISI Session in Warsaw in 1975, I first met 
Albert Shiryaev. At that time, his English was only 
slightly better than my Russian, so we must have 
been conversing partly in sign language. I told him 
that we had this ERC committee organizing the 
EMS meetings and that we had developed good con- 
tacts in Eastern Europe. When we invited Russian 
speakers to the EMS, we never had any success. 
Would it be possible to do a little better in this re- 
spect and would it help to have a Russian member 
on the ERC? He answered yes to both questions. He 
explained that there were people who would never 
get permission to come, but other people would some- 
times have a better chance. I made it clear that we 
were only interested in serious scientists rather than 
people identified with the regime, and that was ob- 
vious to him, too. So, he joined the ERC and for 
every EMS he gave us some names of people likely 
to turn up if invited, presumably after having dis- 
cussed this in Moscow. This worked beautifully and 
we had some excellent people at the EMS. Again, 
there was, of course, the moral question whether you 
should invite some people if it is impossible to get 
some others to come, but we decided to go ahead 
with this. We figured that by inviting people who 
couldn't possibly come we would not be doing any- 
body much good. 

If I may digress for a moment, a similar discussion 
about the best way to deal with this problem killed 
the Berkeley Symposium. After skipping 1975, the 
next symposium was planned for 1980. There was a 
certain amount of battle fatigue among the Berke- 
ley faculty, but Stanford had agreed to take part in 
this undertaking. The problem centered on whom 
to invite from the Soviet Union. Neyman felt that 
the Soviet Academy should be asked to send a dele- 
gation and everyone they named should be invited. 
The other faction felt that the organizers should in- 
vite a group of people, and if one of them couldn't 
come, the invitation for the entire group would be 
withdrawn. To me, both strategies seemed useless. 
Even though the Soviet Academy generally behaved 
quite well, they wouldn't be able to avoid including 
some less desirable people in the delegation. On the 
other hand, inviting people who wouldn't possibly 
get permission to come and then canceling the invi- 
tation of all of the others, seemed rather senseless, 
too. I tried to explain to both groups that the pol- 
icy of the European Meeting of getting advice from 
some trusted Russian colleagues was to be preferred, 
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but nobody would listen. That was the end of the 
celebrated Berkeley Symposium. 

Interviewer: You were talking about the Tashkent 
meeting and the Bernoulli Society. . . 

WRvZ: Yes, having secured Soviet participation 
at the European Meetings, Albert and I started think- 
ing how we could have a European Meeting in the 
Soviet Union. As I said, it took 11 years to get 
the meeting at Tashkent agreed by one and all. Of 
course, it would be a bit unusual to have a European 
Meeting in Uzbekistan, so we invented the concept 
of a World Meeting of the Bernoulli Society. As I 
said earlier, it was a great meeting and a wonderful 
opportunity to meet people and see the world. 

Interviewer: What about the relationship of IMS 
and BS in general? You've been President of both. . . 

WRvZ: The purposes of IMS and BS are almost 
identical, so they should cooperate as much as pos- 
sible. Journals are definitely an area where IMS and 
BS should collaborate to increase the subscription 
base and I'm happy to see that this is now happen- 
ing. Joint meetings have also been successful. 

Purely logically, there is really no reason for hav- 
ing two clubs doing the same thing. Peter Bickel has 
also been president of both IMS and BS, and at one 
point we asked the IMS council, "Why not merge the 
two societies?" Of course, we got our heads chewed 
off. I guess the point is that the leadership of both 
societies is pretty internationally minded, but on a 
practical level the membership does have a lot of le- 
gitimate local concerns that would be hard to serve 
from a single centre in the world. It would really 
need a lot of thought. We never raised this point in 
BS, but I'm sure the reaction would be the same. 
Steve Stigler added the argument that competition 
is a good thing, but I'm not sure this holds for sci- 
entific societies as much as for manufacturing TV 
sets. 

Interviewer: You have had a long association with 
the ISI stretching back to. . . the Paris Session in 
1961? 

WRvZ: Yes, that was the first scientific meeting I 
attended, but after that I preferred to go to the Eu- 
ropean Meetings of Statisticians. In those days, ISI 
Sessions were still predominantly devoted to official 
statistics. However, in 1971, I was elected a member 
of ISI. This was supposedly a big thing, with the 
Dutch members first deciding whom they'd nomi- 
nate, and then the entire membership voting. Jim 
Durbin once told me that when he was elected, he 
was congratulated not just on being elected but on 



being elected on the first try. I've attended most of 
the Sessions since then. 

Interviewer: Do we really need ISI, or could we 
just as well do without it? 

WRvZ: We need ISI because it is the only possibil- 
ity to keep our profession together and keep talking 
to each other as well as to the outside world. I had 
never met the director of Statistics Netherlands be- 
fore I started organizing the ISI Session in Amster- 
dam, and I doubt that he knew many mathematical 
statisticians personally. All branches of statistical 
science have something to contribute to society, but 
we can only influence matters if we combine forces. 
Through the various ISI Sections, we possess all of 
the specialized knowledge we need, our broad con- 
stituency allows us to tie things together and our 
relations with public decision makers are many. ISI 
can and should speak out on matters of public in- 
terest and be heard. So, my answer is that we need 
ISI, but we should do more with ISI than we have 
in the past. 

Interviewer: Have some of the Sessions you've at- 
tended been particularly memorable? 

WRvZ: I'll never forget the Centenary Session in 
1985 at Amsterdam because I was the organizer. 
I messed things up a bit during the opening cere- 
mony. Queen Beatrix of the Netherlands was attend- 
ing the opening ceremony. In fact, she was probably 
the only one present who could say that her grandfa- 
ther attended another ISI Session, which was the one 
in The Hague in 1913. After the members of the Ex- 
ecutive had been introduced to her, I marched into 
the auditorium with the Queen and we sat down in 
the front row. I had to make some opening remarks 
and someone from Statistics Netherlands would put 
my notes on the lectern so that I wouldn't have to 
fumble in my pockets. So, I walk up the podium and 
to the lectern, and, of course, there are no notes. 
This was a little hard because you have to thank 
all sorts of people in the right order. Finally, I saw 
the guy with the notes, but by that time part of 
the audience was laughing their heads off. When I'd 
finished and sat down again, the Queen said, "That 
wasn't very smart was it." 

We had this wonderful reception in the Rijksmu- 
seum, where you have the Night Watch and all the 
other famous Rembrandts, so with a glass in your 
hand you can walk between the great paintings. How- 
ever, I hadn't realized that when there is a big in- 
ternational reception, all of the pickpockets in Am- 
sterdam assemble at the exit by the time the re- 
ception is over. So, quite a few people were robbed 
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Fig. 4. Bill greeting Queen Beatrix of the Netherlands ar- 
riving for the Opening Ceremony of the Centenary Session of 
ISI at Amsterdam in 1985. 

and lost cameras and wallets. The next morning, the 
queue at the police station was really quite some- 
thing. These were the less successful moments of the 
Centenary Session, but everything else went well. 

Let me just mention another meeting with roy- 
alty, at the Session at Tokyo in 1987, where we were 
presented to Crown Prince Akahito, the present em- 
peror, and his wife. Half an hour in advance of this 
event, the Japanese organizers put us in a room 
where they had drawn circles on the floor where 
we were supposed to stand, and then put a ribbon 
on everybody's coat. I presume the ribbon said in 
Japanese who you were and were you came from. Of 
course, you can't get five statisticians to stand still 
for half an hour so every once in a while the orga- 
nizers had to put us back into our circles. When 
the Crown Prince came along, he talked to Pred 
Hosteller and said, "I see you are from Harvard Uni- 
versity. I am going to visit your beautiful country in 
a few months and I will meet with your President." 
Apparently, Fred's thoughts were somewhere else 
and he figured the Crown Prince was talking about 
the President of Harvard. So, he replied, "Oh, Dr. 
So-and-so." You could see the Crown Prince think- 
ing this one over and looking a bit bewildered, he 
said, "No, no, Mr. Reagan." 

To me, he said, "I hear your Queen is very ill," 
which was true. She was in hospital with pneumonia. 



He added, "Next time you see her would you please 
give her my regards," and I said, "Of course, your 
Highness" without mentioning that this might take 
quite some time. 

Fred Hosteller was a great man, and a kind per- 
son with a fine sense of humor. He didn't put up a 
show of force, but people listened when he spoke. 
We spent two years together on the ISI Executive 
and we were always on the same side in any dis- 
cussion. His mind was always busy with something, 
but not necessarily in the here and now. He used 
to call me up from the US to discuss something, 
but after dialing all these intercontinental digits, he 
started thinking of something else while the phone 
was ringing. When one of my sons picked up the 
phone, he wouldn't hear anything on the other side. 
After some time, they got used to this and just said, 
"Yes, Professor Hosteller." 

5. OBERWOLFACH 

Interviewer: You were a frequent invited visitor 
to the Hathematical Research Institute in Oberwol- 
fach. Would you mind telling us what Oberwolfach 
is about? 

WRvZ: Well, Oberwolfach is my favorite mathe- 
matical hiding place on earth. Imagine a small vil- 
lage among the hills of the Black Forest in Germany 
where you suddenly find the Hathematical Research 
Institute Oberwolfach. Here, they organize one- week 
conferences about every conceivable topic in math- 
ematics during 51 weeks in the year. Participation 
is by invitation only. They pay for your stay, but 
travel is your problem. The Institute consists of a 
group of modern buildings. There is a building with 
comfortable rooms for about 40 guests, as well as a 
dining room, and a place to sit with a self-service 
bar. They put your napkin in an envelope with your 
name on it, and at mealtimes they randomly dis- 
tribute these envelopes over the 6-person dinner ta- 
bles. This ensures that you really get in touch with 
everybody else. The quality of the food has varied 
over the years, but recently it's been excellent. A 
second building contains the main lecture room, a 
number of smaller meeting rooms, lots of space to 
sit around, a music room, billiard tables, table ten- 
nis, and last but not least, the best mathematics 



When Friedrich Pukelsheim was showing his wife around [Oberwolfach] and saw me 
sitting in one of the rooms, he said, ". . . and this is Professor van Zwet, who is part 
of the furniture." 
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library in the world. The program of the meetings 
includes spare time after lunch until 4 p.m., which 
gives people an opportunity to go hiking in the hills. 
More recently, they also provide an opportunity for 
longer research stays for small groups of two or three 
people. This program is called "Research in Pairs." 

The Institute started in 1944, officially as part of 
the German war effort. Alternatively, it has been 
viewed as a refuge for people from Freiburg and 
other nearby universities against the bombing near 
the end of the war. Recent findings seem to sug- 
gest that this early history is a little shady. After 
the war, the place was financed by the Volkswa- 
gen Foundation, and more recently by the state of 
Baden- Wiirtenberg and the Federal Government. I 
love the place and I've been there forty times which 
must be something of a record for a non-German. 
When Friedrich Pukelsheim was showing his wife 
around the place and saw me sitting in one of the 
rooms, he said "... and this is Professor van Zwet, 
who is part of the furniture." 

Interviewer: The place must have changed quite 
a bit over time. 

WRvZ: When I first came there in 1969, the build- 
ing with the guestrooms was brand new, and the 
lectures were still in the original old mansion. The 
vast majority of the participants were German and 
almost all lectures were in German, too. There were 
only two or three foreign participants. The atmo- 
sphere was pretty formal and at dinner, you had the 
feeling that you were not supposed to say anything 
until addressed by the senior German professor at 
your table. 

As the number of foreign participants increased, 
the atmosphere changed noticeably. There were more 
lectures in English, and I still remember the day 
when the first German participant spoke in English. 
It was Fred Eicker from Dortmund, who started his 
talk in German, explaining to his colleagues that 
he had been asked by some foreign participants to 
speak in English, and then proceeded to do so. I 
think his senior colleagues didn't like this much and 
some had difficulty understanding English. In the 
evenings, the international participants — many of 
whom didn't speak German — used to sit together 
with a bottle of wine, and after a while a number of 
the younger Germans joined this international table. 
So, after a few years, we fit in pretty well. 

Interviewer: How did Oberwolfach acquire such a 
great reputation worldwide? 



WRvZ: Well, Germany has always been important 
in mathematics and mathematics is important in 
Germany. Even though this institute started more 
or less by accident, they really invested in it in a 
big way over the years. Also, they were the first to 
develop the concept of an institute with only short 
time visitors in a secluded place. It has now been 
copied in France, the US and Canada 

Interviewer: Do you recall the Oberwolfach Work- 
shop on Robustness that involved John Tukey? Frank 
Hampel and Helmut Rieder were co-organizers. 

WRvZ: Yes, it was a strange meeting. We had 
some evening sessions, which was against all tra- 
dition. We were supposed to be finished by six and 
then you had the rest of the night to do whatever you 
pleased, but some people started to organize things 
in the evening. Tukey had this problem-session thing, 
where he handed out problems to everybody. Rudy 
and I didn't approve of such activities at night and 
went to have a drink at Hirschen, the local pub. 

We showed up later and found that this evening 
session was still going on. When Tukey came up with 
the next problem, I made a serious mistake by say- 
ing, "I think I know what to do about that," but 
that was the wrong answer. He said, "I am not ask- 
ing you what you think, but what you will do." 

By the way, have I ever told you Galen Shorack's 
story about Tukey? Galen wanted to speak to Tukey 
about something and made an appointment. When 
he showed up, it was a hot day and Tukey was sitting 
outside wearing shorts. As they were talking, Galen 
notices a wasp circling around and finally landing on 
Tukey's right knee. Galen was about to warn him, 
when Tukey suddenly slapped his left knee and got 
the wasp. Galen said, "This is when I decided that 
John Tukey was a great statistician." 

Pfanzagl and Witting, the two major forces in 
German statistics, jointly organized an Oberwolfach 
Workshop on asymptotic statistics. Pfanzagl was in- 
terested in second order asymptotics and he opened 
the meeting by saying how happy he was that all 
these people doing second order things, like Peter 
Bickel, Dimitri Chibisov and I were present. He more 
or less forgot to mention the great majority of other 
people in the audience, some of who were pretty out- 
standing. That set the tone for the meeting, which 
produced some pretty fierce debates. Things got a 
little confused, and halfway through the meeting, 
Witting felt he had to speak in defense of applied 
statistics, which was normally not his favorite topic. 
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At one point, Pfanzagl himself gave a talk and 
the program said he would speak for 20 minutes. 
After that, his collaborator Wolfgang Wefelmeyer 
would give a related talk for 50 minutes. When Pfan- 
zagl had spoken for half an hour, Chibisov, who was 
chairing, got up and stood there looking at Pfan- 
zagl, who didn't budge. Chibisov sat down. But then 
he got restless again, after forty-five minutes, and 
pointed out to Pfanzagl that he was supposed to 
speak for only twenty minutes. Pfanzagl said this 
was not a problem because Mr. Wefelmeyer would 
just shorten his talk. Poor Wefelmeyer, who was 
probably there for the first time with a carefully 
prepared 50-minute talk, just had to cope. 

Very late that evening there was some whispering 
and quiet laughter at a neighboring table from where 
I was sitting. I went over and found two young peo- 
ple, Friedrich Gotze and Christian Hipp, preparing a 
mock program for the next day. It started with a 90 
minute lecture by J. Pfanzagl entitled, "On optimal 
stopping," continued with a 2-minute talk by W. 
Wefelmeyer, and went on like that. They carefully 
removed the official program for the next day from 
the wall where it was always displayed and replaced 
it with their own. Realizing that I was witnessing 
a historic event, I offered to buy the mock program 
for one bottle of wine. They agreed, on condition 
that I would remove the program myself after every- 
body had seen it the next day. This was not without 
risk, because if anybody would see me, they would 
certainly decide that I had carried out this prank. 
However, we agreed and the next day I got hold of 
the program without being spotted. In the next few 
years, I sold quite a few Xerox copies for the price 
of one bottle of wine each. How's that for business 
instinct! 

Interviewer: There's an apocryphal story about 
your April Fools' lecture at Oberwolfach. . . 

WRvZ: In March 1976, I was driving to Oberwol- 
fach with John Kingman and Dick Dudley as pas- 
sengers. For some reason, they happened to be in 
the Netherlands just before the Oberwolfach meet- 
ing. At one point, John says, "Wednesday is April 1 
and we really should do something about that." So, 
we made a pact that whoever spoke on Wednesday 
would give an April Fools' lecture. What I didn't 
know, of course, is that when we arrived, John went 
to the organizer Peter Ganssler and said, "Bill should 
speak at nine o'clock on Wednesday," without giv- 
ing a reason for this unusual request. On Tuesday 
evening, they put up the program for Wednesday 



and to my great surprise I saw that I was speak- 
ing at nine o'clock. I didn't suspect foul play, but of 
course I should have. 

First of all, I thought I had better not take too 
much of a risk, because they may not like this in a 
serious place that Oberwolfach still is. So, I went to 
Ganssler and I said, "Peter, the following is going on, 
and if I give an April Fools' lecture will I be shot and 
buried?" He said, "This is okay if you give a serious 
lecture after the April Fools' one." So, I said fine. 
Then I had another problem: What if the audience 
just sits there and keeps writing it all down? I spoke 
to John, who said, "If you really get in trouble, and 
nobody reacts, then I will ask a question that will 
make it clear that it is all nonsense." 

So, I start my lecture and introduce a Chinese 
mathematician by the name of Li who has done all 
sorts of wonderful things. As I go on, Li's results get 
crazier and crazier, but nobody reacts, everybody 
sits there writing it all down. At one point, I stand 
right next to Georg Neuhaus' chair and say, "Georg, 
this means that not only Le Cam's first lemma is 
false, but also his second and third." No reaction. I 
look imploringly at John who just sits there laugh- 
ing. In the end, all I can think of is to write April 
1 on the blackboard and there is a lot of applause. 
During the weekly hike on Wednesday afternoon, 
one by one, people walked beside me for a stretch 
and said that, of course, they knew it was all non- 
sense, but didn't want to spoil the fun. 

Peter Bickel, Friedrich Goetze, and I spent some 
time working in Oberwolfach even before the "Re- 
search in Pairs" program existed. Now they have 
formalized it and you can apply for it. It is really 
great. Just working and hiking a bit. On the week- 
end, you don't get dinner, but just down the hill is 
Hirschen, where they serve excellent food. 

6. EURANDOM 

Interviewer: You have been associated with many 
different institutions. In particular, you were the 
driving force in founding EURANDOM. Where did 
EURANDOM come from? 

WRvZ: The name itself is an attempt to express 
that this was to be a European institute for the 
study of randomness. Formally, it is an acronym for 
European Unit for Research and Analysis of Non- 
Deterministic Operational Models, but this is a well- 
kept secret. I viewed it as a provisional name un- 
til something better occurred to us, but at some 
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Fig. 5. From left: Peter Bickel, Friedrich Gotze and Bill during a 'Research in Pairs' stay at Oberwolfach in 2007. 



point, John Kingman said, "Why don't you keep it, 
it doesn't sound so bad." So, we did. 

What happened was one of these unusual mo- 
ments when an opportunity suddenly turns up. An 
uncle of mine used to say, "When Dame Fortune 
passes by, you have to grab her by her hair at once, 
because the back of her head is bald." 

In January 1988, some mathematicians including 
me had a conversation with the Director General 
for Higher Education of the Dutch Ministry of Ed- 
ucation. He explained that compared to fields like 
physics, mathematics was almost invisible at the 
Ministry. He suggested that the Minister should ap- 
point a committee to report to him on the state of 
mathematics in the Netherlands. If such a report 
would make any sense at all and would also con- 
tain some sensible plans, then the Minister might 
actually fund one or two of these. This sounded 
like a good idea. Of course every Dutch mathemati- 
cian wanted his friends on this committee, but after 
a good deal of infighting, the Minister finally ap- 
pointed the committee in early 1989. It had an em- 
inently sensible senior analyst as chair, a geometer, 
an OR person, an engineer and a physicist as mem- 
bers and — somewhat to my surprise — me as vice- 
chair. My surprise was caused by the fact that I 
knew that my own department chair had been cam- 
paigning against my membership of this august club, 
because he would have much preferred yet another 
pure mathematician. In his defense, I should add 



that he later told me that I hadn't behaved too 
badly. 

Anyhow, the committee worked for three years 
through 1989-1991 and came up with a solid re- 
port with sensible proposals to improve the quality 
of mathematics in the country and increase collab- 
oration of Dutch mathematicians. However, I felt 
that we should also stress the international angle. 
Compared to the US with its many large statis- 
tics departments, statistics research in Europe was 
mostly a small scale affair conducted by 3 or 4 peo- 
ple in a math department. To attack larger statisti- 
cal problems, European collaboration seemed indi- 
cated. Because the statisticians had excellent rela- 
tions all over Europe, starting a European statistical 
institute seemed an interesting idea. I wrote a large 
portion of the report anyhow, so one day I inserted 
this institute into the draft report. My fellow com- 
mittee members immediately woke up and changed 
the word "statistics" to "geometry" or "number the- 
ory," or whatever. The next time I rewrote this sec- 
tion, I changed this back to "statistics," so the odd- 
numbered versions of the report recommended this 
European statistics institute, whereas the 
even-numbered ones preferred something else. In the 
end, the chairman felt that in view of the importance 
of statistics for society, "statistics" would make most 
sense, although other possibilities should not be ex- 
cluded. The final version of the report recommended 
something like "A European institute in a branch 
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of mathematics, for instance statistics." This made 
everybody happy, and I reahzed that nobody at the 
Ministry would misunderstand the message. 

So, in February 1992, we handed our report to 
the Minister. I was in Chapel Hill at the time, but 
came over to see how the report would be received. 
The Ministry people seemed quite positive. In fact, 
a little later the Minister adopted the report, which 
means he was not opposed to it. 

I had extended the activities of the proposed insti- 
tute to probabilistic OR and probability, and got my 
colleagues Jaap Wessels and Mike Keane to support 
this plan Now there were three of us and we all felt 
it was now a broader and more attractive proposal. 
However, at that moment, I had other things to do 
and let it slide. But near the end of the year, I got 
a phone call from someone I knew at the Ministry, 
who told me they were preparing next year's budget, 
and should they put in some money for this institute 
under a budget item named "internationalization?" 
There was actually real money under this heading, 
but if I wanted part of this, I'd better hurry up with 
a proposal. So, I wrote a 20 page proposal, and after 
a lot of discussion back and forth with the Ministry 
people, everybody was happy and the final version 
formally went to the Minister. 

Interviewer: That was it? 

WRvZ: Not quite. Out of the blue, there was a 
phone call from someone at the Netherlands Na- 
tional Science Foundation (NWO) who said, "Why 
do you send a proposal like that to the Ministry 
without consulting us first? We are supposed to ad- 
vise the Minister about this and we can't support 
you if you don't consult us first." So, I wrote a let- 
ter to NWO saying, "here is a copy of a proposal 
we sent to the Ministry. We would be very grateful 
for any support you could give us." In return, I re- 
ceived a letter saying they voted one million guilders 
for the preparation of this project. I couldn't believe 
my eyes so I called them up and said, "Where's the 
cheque?" They said, "Well there is a cheque, but you 
can only wave it about, it is not a real cheque, there 
is no money yet, but you can tell everybody else you 
got a million from us." But in return, they would like 
us to show that our European colleagues supported 
us. So, we got together twenty of the leading peo- 
ple in probability, statistics, and OR from all over 
Europe, and they all agreed this was a pretty good 
plan. Someone from the Ministry and someone from 
NWO were sitting there and they were impressed. 
They were all familiar with Sir John Kingman as 



a former head of the Science Research Council in 
Britain, so even the simple fact that John and I knew 
each other clearly worked in our favor. So, things 
looked very promising. 

A little later things didn't look so good. They told 
us that, unfortunately, the money had gone. The 
Minister had used it for something else. However, it 
turned out this was no problem, and in the end, the 
Ministry gave us ten million guilders. Then there 
was a committee, chaired by a former Cabinet Min- 
ister and with John Kingman on it once more, that 
decided that EURANDOM should be at Eindhoven, 
and the University of Eindhoven chipped in the rest 
of the money to fund the whole thing for five years. 
EURANDOM got off the ground in September 1997. 

Interviewer: What was your role initially at EU- 
RANDOM? 

WRvZ: NWO had cast me in the role of scien- 
tific director for the two years remaining until my 
retirement at Leiden. They insisted and Leiden lent 
50% of my time to EURANDOM. It was a busy time 
and I was actually there a bit longer, but then Frank 
den Hollander and Henry Wynn took over as joint 
scientific directors for the next five years. 

Interviewer: What exactly is EURANDOM do- 
ing? 

WRvZ: Research in stochastics of every descrip- 
tion — theoretical as well as applied — by postdocs 
from all over Europe (and elsewhere occasionally) 
on a two-year appointment. In my time, there were 
about 25 postdocs and a small number of Ph.D. stu- 
dents. Guidance is provided by senior people, mostly 
from various Dutch or Belgian universities, who show 
up one day a week or so. There are regular visi- 
tors from abroad as well as a EURANDOM profes- 
sor, who is elected every year. The postdocs are an 
enthusiastic group, who really enjoy contacts with 
their own age-group and often keep in touch long 
after they have left. Some are from countries where 
there a presently few academic jobs and for them 
this is a chance of a lifetime. Some 20 former EU- 
RANDOM postdocs now hold permanent positions 
in the Netherlands. 

Interviewer: Is funding ensured for the future? 

WRvZ: Well, this is always a permanent worry for 
institutes like this. All I would say is that EURAN- 
DOM has been in business for 10 years now and 
recently had a really superb review from an inter- 
national visiting committee. It would be the worst 
possible public policy to stop funding it now. 



26 



R. J. BERAN AND N. 1. FISHER 



7. FINAL ORDERS 

Interviewer: If you were starting out again, know- 
ing what you know now, would you do it again? Do 
you have any idea what field or what research prob- 
lems you might be interested in? 

WRvZ: I think I don't have any reason not to pick 
statistics again. 

Interviewer: Despite all the changes? 

WRvZ: Despite all of the changes, statistics and 
probability is really my home. Whether I'd want to 
work in a university, I really don't know. 

I never thought about any alternative to the uni- 
versity, but I think I might today. You see the trou- 
ble is that quite apart from the fact that we seem 
to be educating large numbers of morons, we have 
really become small businessmen spending a lot of 
time looking for money. Over the years, I think I 
collected more money in grants, etc. than the uni- 
versity ever paid me. Well, if this is our job, then 



maybe we should do this job elsewhere and get paid 
for what we do. Also, it is not a very dignified way 
to earn a living. You are appointed because you are 
supposedly good at research that makes some sense, 
so why do you have to spend your days begging for 
money to carry out this research? And be turned 
down by some committee that figures that they al- 
ready spent enough money on something silly like 
the mathematical sciences. 

However, let me make it perfectly clear that I'm 
not blaming the university for this. It is the way 
in which public universities are funded that is doing 
this to us. My farewell lecture at Leiden was entitled 
"No complaints so far" and I haven't discovered any 
major complaints since. 

Interviewer: What is now expected of professors? 

WRvZ: You are supposed to do three things. Ad- 
ministrative jobs, teaching, and research, and you 
are only educated for the last of these. Of course. 
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Fig. 6. Many of the participants of the Symposium for Bill's 65th birthday in Leiden in 1999 can he seen in this picture. 
The people in this picture as identified by Steve Stigler: 
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a certain amount of administrative work is unavoid- 
able, unless you want to fill the university with man- 
agers without any affinity to science. The problem 
is that many people escape from doing their bit 
because of real or imagined incompetence for such 
things. So, other people have to do more than their 
share. For a couple of years, I served as Dean of the 
School of Sciences, which was a full-time job. Once 
you are in this administrative environment, it takes 
determination to get out. I was pressed to become 
Rector of the university twice. If you do that, there 
is no return and your scientific career is over. The 
first time this happened was in 1984 when I was fifty 
and not ready to quit statistics. So, I was firm. It is 
somewhat ironic that instead of running the univer- 
sity, I choose to run The Annals of Statistics, which 
is almost as bad, but at least you learn something. 
It took 80% of my time for 3^ years, but it was fun 
working with a really superb editorial board. 

When all is said and done, there are still advan- 
tages to university life. I mean your freedom is con- 
siderable. 

Interviewer: What have you worked on that you 
have really enjoyed? 

WRvZ: Well the things that I always liked best 
are problems that are really complex, until you look 
at them in the right way and there is a simple and 
elegant solution. I really love that. That's proba- 
bly the Hoeffding side of my character. Most stu- 
dents feel bad about such things because they figure 
that a problem with a simple solution is trivial and, 
therefore, no good as a thesis subject. But the best 
thing that can happen to you is a really complicated 
problem that by some trick, you can see through. It 
doesn't happen every day, but it happened to me 
with my 1978 paper on Kakutani's interval splitting 
(van Zwet, 1978). At the 1976 Oberwolfach meeting 
where I gave my April Fools' talk, Dick Dudley told 
us about a problem that Kakutani had proposed at 
an analysis meeting six months earlier. You pick a 
random (that is uniformly distributed) point in the 
unit interval. Now you have two intervals and you 
put another random point in the longer of the two. 
Continue in this way, each time putting a random 
point in the longest of the intervals that you have at 
that moment. Show that as the number of points in- 
creases, they become uniformly distributed over the 
unit interval. If you think about it, it must clearly be 
true, but the obvious attempts at a proof look hope- 
lessly messy. All of us thought about this question 
throughout the week, but nobody got anywhere. At 



the end of the week, we awarded first prize to John 
Kingman who claimed to have a proof that would 
work if vr^ > 19 or something like that. Still the solu- 
tion is elementary and elegant, once you look at it in 
the right way. After thinking about this on and off 
for another 25 years, Ron Pyke and I showed that 
the empirical process of this sampling scheme tends 
to a constant times the Brownian bridge (Pyke and 
van Zwet, 2004) — really neat! 

I have a similar experience with a question posed 
by Herbert Robbins concerning the distribution of 
electrons on a conducting sphere (van Zwet, 1993). 
Let me also mention a paper (Bickel, Chibisov and 
van Zwet, 1981) where we provide an almost trivial 
explanation of the phenomenon that — in a phrase 
coined by Pfanzagl — "first order efficiency implies 
second order efficiency." 

There are other cases where the importance of the 
problem, and perhaps your curiosity about the out- 
come, keeps you going. To study the properties of 
statistical procedures more precisely than you can 
with limit theorems, you need asymptotic expan- 
sions. After the initial work for rank tests that I al- 
ready mentioned, Peter Bickel, Friedrich Gotze and 
I later joined by Vidmantas Bentkus wrote a series 
of papers laying the foundation of a general the- 
ory (van Zwet, 1984; Bickel, Goetze and van Zwet, 
1986; Bentkus, Goetze and van Zwet, 1997). This 
was extremely technical work, but we felt it had to 
be done. In the end, we got reasonably close to a gen- 
eral theory of these things, but there always remains 
more work to be done. Some of this also turned out 
to be of interest when we later worked on resam- 
pling (e.g.. Putter and van Zwet, 1998). Anyhow, 
there are so many things you get interested in for 
so many reasons, that it is hard to say what your 
primary interests are. 

Interviewer: How would you characterize your style? 
Some people, to take extreme cases, are problem- 
solvers, some people are system-builders. 

WRvZ: It is difficult to say. A minute ago, I would 
probably have said that I'm a problem solver, but 
the last things I mentioned should probably be clas- 
sified as theory building. One thing I'm sure of is 
that I never want to get stuck in one particular 
area. The nice thing about statistics and probability 
is that problems are everywhere. You can't walk in 
the street without seeing them. 

Interviewer: If you were stuck on a desert island 
with a limited choice of reading materials which of 
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your papers, among those available, would you take 
with you? 

WRvZ: That is a strange question. Why would I 
take any of my papers? A crate of Dutch genever or 
bourbon if you like would make a lot more sense. Or 
things to sow and grow food, or is that available on 
your island? 

Interviewer: Let's say the papers you like best. 

WRvZ: I really like my Ph.D. thesis (van Zwet, 
1964), especially in view of the fact that I knew 
nothing at the time, so let me bring that along. Two 
ancient papers with Kobus Oosterhoff on combin- 
ing tests and contiguity (Oosterhoff and van Zwet, 
1967, 1979) and the two Kakutani papers I just men- 
tioned. Some of the asymptotic expansion papers. 
Two papers with Chris Klaassen and Aad van der 
Vaart connecting the accuracy of estimating a pa- 
rameter and its score function (Klaassen and van 
Zwet, 1985 and Klaassen, van der Vaart and van 
Zwet, 1988). A pretty paper with my son Erik on 
a topological investigation of the consistency phe- 
nomenon (van Zwet and van Zwet, 1999). A num- 
ber of bootstrap papers joint with Hein Putter, Pe- 
ter Bickel, and Friedrich Gotze (e.g., Putter and van 
Zwet, 1996; Bickel, Goetze and van Zwet, 1997) and 
two papers on plant cell division joint with Math- 
isca de Gunst (de Gunst and van Zwet, 1992, 1993) 
and on statistics for the contact process, joint with 



Marta Fiocco (Fiocco and van Zwet, 2003a, 2003b). 
Finally, a neat little paper with Nelly Litvak on the 
time needed to visit n random points on a circle 
that turns out to be connected to splines and Ja- 
cobi's theta functions (Litvak and van Zwet, 2004). 
That should be enough to fill a sailor's chest. It is 
also a fair percentage of my total output, which is 
only about 80-some papers. 

Interviewer: Was there much pressure on you to 
publish? 

WRvZ: When I arrived at Leiden, there was none. 
If you taught your classes, you were okay. I remem- 
ber that many years later, someone tried to stop 
the promotion of a physicist who hadn't published 
anything for years. His defense was, "When I was 
appointed nobody said anything about research. I 
was supposed to teach." 

Personally, I set myself a standard of two decent 
papers a year, and this I kept doing through the 
years. 

What, has the bar closed? That means the evening's 
over. 
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